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Copping a server. 


The end of the year is a painful time if you're 
a gamer. All the top games seem to tumble 
out of the aether; enough to bury you 
under zombies, zombie cowboys, zombie 
soldiers, special forces operators... no sign 
yet of zombie special forces operators. 
| Yet... 
But, importantly, it’s also the time of the 
| year when we at Atomic start looking to 
host the funnest gaming events we can 
cook up. There’s one game coming up 
that we know youre all, well... if you’re not 
looking forward to it, then at least | know 
you're all very curious about it - and we'll 
be hosting a launch party. 
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It’s a little game called Call of Duty: 
Black Ops... yeah, the one that, like 
Modern Warfare 2 before it, has caused a 
mess of discussion from PC gamers. Black 
Ops was looked to as the game that could 
redeem the franchise on PC, as developer | 
Treyarch promised dedicated server 
functionality would be included. 

And then we discovered that it was only 
via GameServers.com. A company with a 
single point of presence, and a slow one 
at that. Boo! 

However, rather than thumb their noses 
at gamers (people still use that phrase, 
right?), Activision actually had more to 
say — turns out GameServers were in turn 
licensing servers locally with Internode, 
who have two major points of presence 
in Australia, with much higher speed 
connections. It’s still not ideal in the minds 
of a lot of gamers — especially our Perth 
crew — but it’s a far sight better than the 
MW2 situation. 

Activision’s really keen to show that 
this is a game that’s going to please PC 
gamers, and they’ve asked us to help — if 
it means a night of pizza, beer and great 
gaming... even better! 

So keep an eye out on the site for 
more news, and keep your evenings 
in October relatively free. There’s a 

whole mess of fragging coming up, 
and we're confident that the new 
direction in the franchise is going 
to work well. At the very least, this 
is your chance to check out the 
game for yourself. And maybe 
frag an editor or two! 
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DreamBook Power W88 i7 
From $2499 


RRP Inc-GST 


- nVidia GeForce GTX 480M 2GB DDR5 
Core i7 Mobile Processor 
+ 8GB DDR3 Memory 


- Intel Core i3 / i5 / i7 Mobile Processor 
- Up to 8GB DDR3 1333MHz Memory 

- 17.3" Full HD (1920x1080, 16:9) Crystal Bright Screen 

- nVidia GeForce GTX 480M 2GB DDR5 Graphics 

- 2x SATA Hard Drives, RAID (0,1) Support 

+ DVD-/+RW/Blu-ray Doule Layer, Intel 5300 802.11b/g/n Wireless 

- Optional 3.5G Broadband, Bluetooth, Integrated 3 Mega Pixel Camera 


DreamBook Power W76 i5 
From $749 


RRP Inc-GST 


DreamBook Power M77 i5 
From $1199 


RRP Inc-GST 


ATI Radeon 
HD 4570 512MB 
Graphics 


ATI Radeon 
HD 4570 512MB 
Graphics 


- Great Value & Performance 
Intel Core i3 / 5 / i7 Mobile Processor 
* Up to 8GB DDR3 1333MHz Memory 
* 15.6" Wide 1366x768 (16:9) LED Display 
+ Intel HD HM55 Graphics, Up to 352MB / 

ATI Radeon HD 4570 512MB GDDR2 Graphics 
- Optional 802.11b/g/n Wireless, Bluetooth 


- High Performance Notebook 
Intel Core i3 / 15 / i7 Mobile Processor 
- Up to 8GB DDR3 1333MHz Memory 
- 17” Widescreen WXGA Display 
- ATl Mobility Radeon HD 4570 512MB GDDR2 
PCI Express Graphics 
- Integrated 1.3 Mega Pixel Camera 


DreamBook Power X81 i7 SLI 
From $3499 


RRP Inc-GST 


DreamBook Power M57T 
From $2299 


RRP Inc-GST 


New! 
nVidia GTX 285M 
SLI Graphics 


nVidia 
9800GTX 


- The Fastest Notebook in the World! 
- Intel Core i3 / i5 / i7 Mobile Processor 

- Up to 8GB DDR3 1333MHz Memory 

- nVidia GeForce Go GTX 285M 1GB SLI Graphics 
- 18.4” Full HD (1920x1080) Crystal Bright Display 
: Optional TV Tuner, 1.3 Mega Pixel Camera, 

_ Wireless 802.11b/g/n, Blu-Ray, Bluetooth 


+ High Performance Workstation 

Intel Centrino 2 Dual Core Processor 

- Up to 8GB DDR3 1333MHz Memory 

- nVidia GeForce Go 9800GT 512MB/9800GTX 1GB 
- 17.1” Widescreen WUXGA Crystal Bright Display 

- Free Fingerprint Reader 

+ 2 Mega Pixel Camera 


Up to $300 Bonus for E very 


Notebook and PC 
Free MS Works V9, MS Flight Simulator, MS Ages of Empires, MS Zoo Tycoon, Carry Bag. 


DreamBook Power X72 i7 6Core SLI Extreme 
From $2999 


RRP Inc-GST 


- nVidia GeForce GTX 480M 2GB DDR5 SLI 
: 6 Core i7 Processor 
+ 12GB DDR3 Memory 


- Intel Core i7 Six / Quad Core Processor 
- Up to 12GB DDR3 1333MHz Memory 


- 17.3" Full HD (1920x1080, 16:9) Crystal Bright RERIOER 
- nVidia GeForce GTX 480M 2GB DDRS SLI Graphics SLi) 


- 3x SATA Hard Drives, RAID (0,1,5) Support 
- DVD-/+RW/Blu-ray Doule Layer, Intel 6300N 802.1 1b/g/n 450Mbs Wireless 
- Optional 3.5G Broadband, Bluetooth, Integrated 3 Mega Pixel Camera 


DreamBook Power W86 i7 3D 
From $229 


RRP Inc-GST 


DreamBook Power M86 
From $1999 


RRP Inc-GST 


nVidia 
GTX 260M 


nVidia 
GTX 285M 
New 


3D Screen 
Option 


* Ultra High-end Compact Workstation 
Intel Centrino 2 Dual Core Processor 
- Up to 8GB DDR3 1333MHz Memory 
- nVidia GeForce Go GTX 260M 1GB 
PCI Express Graphics 
* 15.4” Widescreen WXGA/WUXGA Crystal Bright 
+ 2 Mega Pixel Camera 


Intel Core i3 / i5 / 17 Mobile Processor 
- Up to 8GB DDR3 1333MHz Memory 

* 15.6" HD+ (16:9) Crystal Bright (3D Optional) 

- nVidia GeForce GTX 285M 1GB DDR3 Graphics 

- SATA Hard Drive, DVD-/+RW/Blu-ray Doule Layer 
: Optional 3.5G Broadband, 802.11b/a/n Wireless, 
Bluetooth, Integrated 2 Mega Pixel Camera 


DreamBook Power 9070 SLI 
From $1499 


RRP Inc-GST 
nVidia 
9600+9100 


DreamVision Power i7 PC 
From $799 


RRP Inc-GST 


New 
HYBRID SLI 
Graphics 


- Advanced Power Saving High-end Workstation 

Intel Centrino 2 Dual Core Processor 

‘nVidia GeForce Go 9600M GS-512MB + 
9100GM Up to 256MB Hybrid SLI PCI-E Graphics 

* 18.4” Wide HD+ (16:9) Crystal Bright Display 

: Optional TV Tuner, 1.3 Mega Pixel Camera, 

Wireless 802.11b/g/n, Blu-Ray, Bluetooth 


* New High Performance Intel Chipset 

- Intel Core i3 / i5 / i7 Processor 

- Up to 12GB DDR3 Memory 

- Up to 2 x nVidia GeForce GTX 295 1792MB 
896bit GDDR3 PCI Express Graphics Cards 

- Up to 3 SATA Hard Drives RAID 0/1/5 

- Multiple case choices & customisable options 


All prices include GST, exclude freight, all images are for illustrative purposes only. Errors and omissions excepted. Free 1 Year On-site Pickup & Return Warranty, 2 and 3 Years Optional. 
- ISO 9001 Quality Endorsed Company QEC11489 - Commonwealth Government Endorsed Supplier 263 - State, Local, Government, Education Contract Supplier 
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Inception the movie might become a 
game: Inception. Confused yet? 


Could a mind-bending film about dreams with dreams make a mind- 
bending game? We don’t care, we just want more Joseph Gordon-Levitt. 


One of our favourite films of the year is 
Christopher Nolan’s Inception. Seriously, 
with Nolan’s hit rate he could make a movie 
about a narcoleptic night watchman and 
probably make it satisfyingly awesome, but 
Inception is on a whole other level of cool. 

And he’s also planning on making it into 
a video game. 

While talking about the movie at a recent 
Italian press conference, The Hollywood. 
Reporter quotes him as saying “we are 
looking at doing is developing a video 
game based on the world of the-film, which 
has all kinds of ideas that you can’t fit into 
a feature film.” 

Too bloody right it does. Action; intrigue, 


some great supporting characters, and a 
central mechanic — the layered dreams — 
that would be ideal as a gaming mechanic. 

But what any game based on Inception 
really needs is some kind of hideously 
detailed sharp suit-managing mini-game. 
And Joseph Gorden-Levitt. If it gets that 
right, we'd call any Inception game GOTY 
sight unseen. 


BACKTALK 


alexdtree said: “this game could be amazing 
or totally shit house, if they had environments 
that changed on multiplayer randomly and 
changed your weapons according to the new 
environment that would be pretty damn cool.” 
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Kinect's creator: “Hardly anyone plays FPS on PC” 


More evidence of Microsoft's disconnect from PC gaming, this time 
from the mouth of Kinect creator Kudo Tsunoda. 


“Halo did an awesome job of building a first- 
person shooter exclusively for the console, 
and now hardly anyone plays first person 
shooters on the PC anymore. It’s all about 
the console.” 

This is what Kinect creator Kudo Tsunoda 
said to Game Informer in an interview on 
Microsoft's new motion controller and gaming 
in general. Unsurprisingly, it’s already drawn a 
mess of feedback. Kotaku managed to draw 
well over 2,000 comments in no time flat. 

Regardless, it’s obviously a complicated 
issue. The Call of Duty franchise, once at 
home on PG, is a perfect case in point. 

But for all that Modern Warfare 2 sold way 
more on console, there are also exceptions. 


atemic 
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Battlefield Bad Company 2 actually did better 
on PC; and one ISP shows many people 
playing on their PC servers. All we can say 

is that it certainly doesn’t feel “all about the 
console” from where we’re sitting. 


BACKTALK 

Arcane Magick said: “Thank God for Valve 
and Steam.” 

Metasynaptic said: “What we need is a AAA 
FPS title that for some reason, pirates want 
to see succeed enough to not pirate it.” 
Suxsuxsux said: “PC gaming will not die off 
from lack of interest from gamers, it will be 
developers like Activistion that will kill it off if 
other developers follow their MW2 practices.” 
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FROM ATOMIC 


ONLINE 


Another month, another 30 days of forum 
awesome sauce. 

If | could give every one of you a prize, | 
would. However, pushing any of our vendor 
friends to have over a forum’s worth of stuff 
might be pushing things too far... thus, we 
narrow down the awesome into the super 
awesome, and award one lucky Atomican 
the venerated POST OF THE MONTH. 


And who gets the prize (a super hot 
awesome Starcraft Il headset from Razer!) 
this month? 


Why, no other than Kung Fu Hung-Su, for 
an inspiring bit of reminiscing over in the PC 
gaming forum! 
http://forums.atomicmpc.com.au/ 
index.php?showtopic=35712 


Well done, and thanks for the memories. 
And all the fish. But he’s not alone (though, 
well, he is alone in getting the cool gear...). 
Our runners up this month are: 


IgQ142, for his excellent discussion post on 
the so-called death of PC gaming: 
http://forums.atomicmpc.com.au/ 
index.php?showtopic=35949&st=80&p 
=725289&#entry725289 


lordsid’s brilliantly useful RMA and warranty 
thread: 
http://forums.atomicmpc.com.au/ 
index.php?showtopic=35222 


Nicely done, chaps. Pip pip to you all! 


© POTM °! 
WINS A RAZER BANSHEE! 


Game Fallout 3 


Ss: this is my mod. And with a fresh new 
release, now is as good a time as any to 
pimp it — but where do | start? Over a year in 
development, Mart’s Mutant Mod aims to liven 
up the Wasteland by adding a huge range of 


diversity to existing creatures, as well as adding 


new and unique creatures, and NPCs too. 

It started out as a mod called Increased 
Spawns to increase the number of actors 
spawned throughout the game. This was, 
ostensibly, the only change | wanted to make 
after getting burned out making Mart’s Monster 
Mod for Oblivion, a huge two-year project. But 
modding can be addictive, and what started 
as fixing Fallout 3's lack of difficulty with a 
configurable spawn system branched out into 


improving the game with dozens of new creatures 


and features, and Mart’s Mutant Mod was born. 
MMM makes every spawn unique with stats 
randomised off base values, as well as adding 
improved Al and features like Natural Selection 
(inter-faction conflicts), Skeleton Decay (dead 
NPCs are replaced by skeletons after a time), 
Feral Ghoul Raise (dead Feral Ghouls can 
raise like zombies — sometimes right in front of 
you. Bring spare pants), and Soft Unleveling 


N 


URL www. fallout3nexus.com/downloads/file.php?id=3211 


MODEEIC A TRO 
Mart’s Mutant Mod 1.0 RC6 


(which allows actors higher than your level to 
sometimes spawn, breaking the perceived 
linearity of the game) among others. 

Some of the new creatures include the 
gigantic Gargantuan, Deathclaw Alpha, Super 
Mutant Enforcers, new Feral Ghoul variants like 
the Rambler and Night Ghouls (you need extra 
pants for these too), baby creature variants like 
Vicious Dog Pups, and some passive ones (like 
Wasteland Scorpions or Wild Dogs — why must 
everything attack you on sight?). NPCs also get 
a look in too, with Tattooed versions of Raiders 
among other changes. 

A big feature are the hundreds of variant 
‘skins’ of just about every creature in the game, 
to add diversity so it doesn’t look like you’re 
killing clones of creatures all the time (must be a 
small gene pool for them all to be identical!). 


% APY~ 
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with Ashton “That’s no moon.. it’s a MOD!” Mills 


Mart’s Mutant Mod comprises over 2,600 
new or changed records and thousands of 
lines of scripting code, but not all the work is 
mine. Many talented modelers and designers 
have contributed models and textures. It is, like 
most mods, a community effort and — if | say so 
myself — a great example of how modders can 
vastly improve a vanilla game. 

MMM clocks in at around 60OMB installed, 
and comes with plugins for all the official DLCs. 
While MMM for Oblivion had a hundreds of 
versions, | decided | wouldn't call MMM for 
Fallout 3 version 1.0 until it was complete. 
Except, | later realised, it too will never really be 
complete — there's always one more creature 
to add, one more feature to improve, so 
it'll probably always remain an RC, forever 
approaching 1.0. It's the singularity of mods. ¢ 


Game Portal 


Pp Memories are two very short, but 
beautifully designed Portal sequences that 
curiously have overtones of the coming Portal 

2, long before its release — with rooms in Chapter 
1 showing tracks of behind-the-walls scenes 
relying on you to use the support beams to 
actually complete it, and another in Chapter 2 with 
overgrown walls and an open sky. 

Both chapters rely on the collection of GLaDOS 
cores to complete and, unlike many other Portal 
mods, the visual style is very distinct. 

The first instalment is just four rooms, but each 
is Clearly a labour of love and although not terribly 
hard to solve, they nonetheless engross you — | 
forgot to take screenshots on my first run through, 
which is saying something. 

The second chapter is, apparently, modelled 
around the author's own home. It sounds kinda 
boring until, after the first puzzle, the game declares 

‘DON’T TOUCH THE GROUND’, and you have to 
navigate around the house using Portals without 
touching the hazardous floor. Easy? Okay, the next 
time you enter, the damn place is on fire, and you 
have to shoot blindly at walls, thinking about the 
map of the house to find the GLaDOS core and 


URL www.moddb.com/mods/portal-memories/downloads 


escape without burning to death. 

Pretty much anything Portal is a fresh take, 
simply due to the nature of the game, but Portal 
Memories is like a fresh take on a fresh take, which 
is to say that it's simply fun, and just a little bit 
frustrating in Chapter 2 (but then that, too, can 
often be the currency of Portal before that ‘Aha’ 
moment of puzzle-solving realisation). 

My only complaint is how short both Chapters 
are. But if you have an hour to spare and want to 
re-zing your mind with classic Portal puzzle-solving 
in anticipation for Valve's sequel, this will get the 
proverbial brain-juices flowing. (@) 
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PATCH 
Notes 


Starcraft 2 Patch v1.1.0 
Wonld of Warcraft Patch v3.3.0 to v4.0.0 


Eve of Destruction Patch v0.17 
Mod for Battlefield Vietnam 


The Sims 3: Ambitions Patch 
V4.2.32 to v4.3.4 


The Settlers 7: Paths toa 
Kingdom Patch v1.09 


21st Century Warfare Patch v2.5.3 to 
v2.5.4 Mod for Battlefield 2 


Aion: Assault on Balaurea Patch 
v1.9.0.3 to v2.0.0.2 


World of Tanks v0.4.5 to v0.5.4.1 patch 


ArmA 2: Operation Arrowhead 
Patch v1.50-v1.52 to v1.54 


GEARBOX a 


GEARBOX< 


All the coolest gadgets S&S gear. 


Canon EOS 60D 


Price: TBC Website: www.canon.com. 
au 

| was brought up being told that Atomic 
doesn’t do cameras, so this is just a little bit 
scary. The Canon EOS 60D doesn’t even 
have a gimmick to draw you in, like 3D or 
the ability to predict the future! 

To be fair though, what it lacks in 
gimmickry, it makes up for in general 
features. It’s an 18-megapixel, HD-movie- 
shooting, low-light-loving beast of a 
mid-range DSLR, with a whole swag of 
nifty filters thrown in, so you can make 
cityscapes look like minatures, or give your 
photos a lomo effect. 

Which | guess is a little gimmicky, now 
that | think about it. Faux-lomo aside, it 
does take rather good photos, so if you are 
a bit of a photo buff and ready to step up 
from entry-level, you'll probably love it like 
you do all your other bits of tech. 


| 
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The LEGO' Technic Idea Book i ee & 


nic Idea Book ~~ 4 = 7 
Bt WONDERS © leq 5. LEGO Technic Ideas Books 
_ § RAPT a KF Brice: $US19.99 Website: www.nostarch.com 
| . s Ah, Lego. We all grew up with it; starting off with the big baby Duplo blocks, 
; graduating to the chocking hazard of the standard stuff, and then onto the 


a / But, grown-up stuff: Technic. 


i. é ba | GH We dreamed of building robots, and putting them in helicopters, and taking 
es | oe On on — over the world... and then we discovered the opposite sex and forgot all about 
ek Fa / those colourful little blocks. Or did we? 
=, | fo | xe These books might look like kid stuff, but each one has close to 200 pages of 
if Sikes wd @ | ag ee / WY LEGO Technic goodness - they'll reignite your dreams and have you raiding your 
oe . fe VA | :t—~ local department store for blocks like a madman. That robot will be built. Twenty 
- EE o @ P| years late, maybe, but it will happen. 
‘sion Q 


LACIE Rikiki Go 


Price: $209 (ITB) Website: www.lacie.com.au Pe 
Between their emphasis on (sometimes slightly unusual) design : 
and now these Scandinavian-sounding product names, 
LaCie is beginning to seem a little bit like the IKEA of 
hard drive manufacturers. Next they'll be releasing 
300-something page catalogues and opening maze- 
ike stores filled with random crap that no-one wants 
but somehow always buys ... 

Well, maybe. We kinda hope not though. We do 
love the fact that in a sea of sameness, LaCie at least 
ries to deliver something that looks different, and isn’t 
black (although there is a black version). They also seem to 
understand the concept of ‘portable’, so the Rikiki Go is small and 
ightweight and has a built-in USB cable that clips in place so isn’t going to get 
ripped off in the bottom of your backpack. 
It's so well thought out you’d almost think they were Swedish, ya? 
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Edifier iF200 Plus 


Price: $49.95 Website: www.edifier-international.com 
We're sorry to break it to you, but Christmas is coming. You may 
be able to convince yourself that those decorations mean it’s 
Italian Day for a couple more weeks, but we’re afraid you’re 
wrong. And we know this, because Christmas means the b 
release of yet another fifty flavours of iPod dock. y 7 H 
Surprisingly, in this dock-saturated world, this one from ats Csisndar Se Contacts: 
Edifier actually got our attention. The alarm-clock styling is 4 : : 
a welcome change from your usual black boxes, and we ; Fog 
have a well-documented soft spot for anything retro. 4 y cs 
We do wish it came in more gaudy old-school alarm- a | Settings 
clock shades, but the website lists only “three cool g | 
colours: smooth black and elegant white”- which is 
just confusing. And fills us with a strange cocktail of 
disappointment. And hope. 
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Corsair HS] USB Gaming Headset 


Price: TBC Website: www.corsair.com 
Online gaming relies on good communication, and thus good sound, in a way 
that the single-player modes don’t - you need to be able to hear what your 
teammates and opposition are doing, and when you die, it’s critical that you 
don’t miss a single syllable of the taunting that will be bestowed upon you by a 
13-year-old boy with no manners and no concept of being respectful to his elders. 

It’s that taunting that Corsair had in mind when they bumped the size of the 
drivers in the HS1 from the standard 40mm to 50mm. They won’t say so outright, 
preferring to tell us all about the greater accuracy, and the reduced distortion, 
but we know what they’re thinking. 
They also want us to think that the replaceable plush fabric-covered 
memory-foam earcups are about general comfort, but we know 
the truth: they’re so we can take the abuse for longer without 
if, giving up with a headache. 

a Now, what happened to our self-esteem? 


AverTV CaptureHD 


aS 
oy Price: S110 Website: www. www.avermedia.com 

The AverTV CaptureHD sells itself as the TV capture card that lets you ‘watch TV and 
ll play HD Games at the same time!’ 

Which kind of makes our attention spans hurt, to be honest. Thankfully, not for very 
long, as we notice something twinkle on our desks and all previous problems are forgotten 
for a few... ooh get the shiny! 

Sorry. 

Anyway, the CaptureHD has a picture-in-picture mode that allows you to keep an eye 
on what’s going on on the box at the same time as you school nOObs in TF2. It’s useful, 
if, say, you just want to keep an eye on the news but not enough to step away from the 
gaming beast, or if you are one of those people who can pay attention to two attention- 
draining things at once. Which is lucky, being that you... shiny! 
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Jake Carroll delves deeper than ever into the secrets of Solid State storage. 


B: now, you probably think you’ve heard it 
all when it comes to SSDs. You're thinking 
this has been analysed to death. A HDTune 
there, an ATTO Disk Benchmark there — and it’s 
all good, right? Not quite. We're going to give the 
storage blocks some X-Ray treatment. 


The problems with 


current benchmarks 


Whether playing the consumer-level MLC 
game, or walking the high-end enterprise SLC 
tight rope, we end up buffeted by an array of 
benchmarks. We're left with an understanding 
after reading the numbers, so we can make 
informed decisions. Just how informed is 
that decision based upon those numbers, 
however? At this point we proceed with caution 
and a critical eye as we reflect upon Ashton’s 
wonderful Technica Obscura in issue 106 — “Lies, 
Damn Lies and Benchmarks”. 

So you might ask, what's wrong with 
benchmarks if they help us make decisions? 


Well, nothing at the outset. You run a benchmark, 


and it invokes a specific set of operations. It 
uniformly produces a number that can be 
compared from device to device, as a means to 
differentiate one device from the next in terms 

of performance. It all comes undone, however, 
when you take these benchmarking tools out 

of isolation, and start to question exactly what 
processes and instructions are carried out during 
the benchmark, let alone the environment tested 
in. As we'll show you this month, depending 
upon certain variables, one can obtain wildly 
different statistics from different environmental 
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variables. These specific variables, which we'll 
call ‘problems’, can be loosely categorised as: 
e Platform. 

e Latency. 

e File system. 

e Workload personality. 

e Threading. 


To quantify these problems, we’ve employed 
the super high-end programmatic workload 
generation engine known as FileBench. One 
might ask what makes FileBench immune to the 
problems mentioned above. As with any means 
of testing, it's not infallible, but it offers us certain 
capabilities that other tools don’t. An X-Ray or 
microscopic view, perhaps, rather than one from 
thousands of meters in the air looking down. 

To validate and contrast our results, we are 
using other tools, such as CrystalDiskMark and 
HDTune. In this way, we can respect synthetic 
and non-synthetically generated workloads, 


OCZ Vertex 
LE100GB 


Fileserver latency 
Multistream Read latency 1.9 
Multistream Read Direct latency 21 
Multistream Write latency 


Multistream Write Direct latency 


Random R/W latency 


OCZ vs Seagate Momentus XT 500 GB Filebench simulations for latency 


even if the physical throughput is always ‘real’. 
We'll show you our benchmarks, focusing on 
the ‘problems’, then attempt to explain what 
these results mean in real terms. Further to 

this, we'll try explain the deficit between a 
‘standard’ benchmark and the more invasive 
benchmarks for each scenario. To be clear 
going into this, we aren’t trying to prove that the 
current crop of benchmarks are wrong, only that 
they aren’t showing the whole picture, and that 
one shouldn’t rely upon the numbers that are 
generated from them in isolation. 


Platform 

An issue in benchmarking SSDs is the 
prevalence of using one operating system to 
benchmark them. How can one be sure that the 
way the OS deals with commands sent to the 
SSD isn’t in some way different or even flawed 
compared to any other operating system? To 
put it more fairly, and to frame it with a sense of 


Seagate Momentus 
XT500GB 


Seagate 
7200.10 250GB 


3.5 80.9 
5.5 122.4 
95.9 622.8 


392.2 


Latency results based upon workload for three different media types. 
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equality, there are multiple versions of the truth. 
Some versions of that truth will show higher 
performance than others. Even things as trivial 
as the way a device driver implements DMA 
(direct memory access) or the process of how 
a kernel talks to a filesystem on disk can have 
a significant impact upon what results an OS 
produces from a benchmark. 


Latency 

The majority of consumer-grade testing carried 
out on SSDs precludes any high sensitivity 
latency measurement. SSDs were not originally 
marketed to simply go fast in terms of MB/sec. 
The original intention in NAND flash, DRAM-drive 
and PCI connected memory board form, was 
as a tool for latency reduction. This goes back 
some years, well before FusionlO, OCZ and Intel 
were in the market. It started with companies 


such as StorageTek and Texas Memory Systems. 


These products were geared at database 
workload performance enhancement, where 


millions of little transactions per second mattered. 


Not how fast a single file could move or copy 
from one place to the next. When people see 
an SSD, they think ‘fast’, but the understanding 
of ‘fast’ is (generally) skewed. We put the 
OCZ Vertex LE under some FileBench latency 
benchmarks to observe its behaviour. 

To contrast this with what we’d see (or not 
see) with a generic benchmark (to highlight 
the deficit between this more invasive form of 
testing, and a standard benchmark you’d find 
_ online), we took Crystal Disk Benchmark and 
HDTune out and attempted to approximate the 
workload. The first thing we noted with Crystal 
Disk Benchmark was that we had no ability to 
measure latency at all. 

We turned to HDTune for some latency 
analysis. We ran the benchmark and it gave us a 
latency result of 0.180ms. The problem with this 


Write I/O results based on file system 
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mkfile mkfile 
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figure is that we don’t actually understand what 
the program did to achieve it, or how it structured 


an instruction to create this response. All we really 


know is, it’s 0.180ms of latency. If we compare 
this to our FileBench benchmark, we know the 
block size that was used and allocated, we 
know the I/O pattern that was used to generate 
it, and we know transfer mode that was sent 
down the ATA pipe to talk to the storage. Therein 
resides the crux of our first problem. Latency 

is a very useful measurement of performance, 
but only when you know how you're creating 
that latency! In practical terms, the results from 
FileBench suggest to us that this particular SSD 
and SandForce SF-1500 controller doesn’t 
perform particularly well where direct I/O multi 


) 0CZVertexLE100GB 
BD Seagate Momentus XT 5006B 


§™) Seagate 7200.10 250GB 


Write I/O results of 
three media types 
using four different file 
systems. 


mkfile mkfile 


ZFS HFS+ File System NTFS EXT4 


stream writes are concerned, with ~120ms 

of latency on such a task. If you’re thinking of 
doing multi-view video ingest on this drive, and 
frame drop is of concern, it might not be so 
shiny after all. Random R/W and general small 
file access inspire confidence near 1ms in some 
circumstances. Gaming and productivity ahoy! 


File system 

We all know NTFS has functionality that FAT32 
doesn’t. We also know XFS and EXT3/4 behave 
differently from ZFS and, equally, QFS, CFS 

and HFS+ also have their own behaviour and 
patterns of performance when writing SSDs. We 
decided to highlight the file system performance 
differences by driving a SGB ‘makefile’ workload 
at our test case media equally in four different file 
systems (NTFS, ZFS, HFS+ and EXT4). 

Testing between file system types proves that 
we can’t rely upon one file system to represent 
the true performance of a device. Based upon 
these results, one could argue that NTFS and 
ZFS allow the device to perform closest to its 
potential, but to be objective, it’s hard to tell if 
there are not issues or eccentricities in both of 
these respective file systems preventing the 

CrystalDiskMark 3.0 x64 <All = 
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devices from writing even quicker. If we compare 
these mkfile results (~ 1 40MB/sec -> 160MB/ 
sec) to our CrystalDisk Benchmark, they vary 
considerably from the 270.1MB/sec sequential 
write we see. It’s also significantly different to the 
HDTune-reported 222.6MB/sec maximum. In 
practicality, using this SSD, we can categorically 
say, given our test environment and the results 
from the same commana, that the filesystem 
that performs with the highest throughput is 
ZFS, followed by NTFS, then HFS+, then EXT4. 
In testing this, we were careful to observe 
TRIM-capable operating environments (with the 
exception of HFS+), to prevent I/O skew from 
any block-read-write-replace cycle deallocation 
issues. The take-home? If you want to write 

big contiguous files quickly, ZFS and NTFS with 
this particular SSD and controller are your best 
friend. Without further investigation, it’s hard 

to tell why EXT4 performs poorly compared 

to the other file systems. One suggestion is 
journal checksumming overheads, but this 

iS contradicted by the apparent performance 
enhancing features of EXT4 such as persistent 
pre-allocation. 


Workload personality 
A ‘personality’ is the categorisation or features 
that make a benchmark behave the way 

it does. The intention behind a workload 
personality is to highlight the capability of the 
device within the context of a specific job 

or task. This could be a database workload 
(online transaction processing — OLTP), it could 
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Workload 


Workloads with varied results from the same device. 


be a streaming video workload (media server, 
graphics development host), or even a meta 
data server for a large file system. Here, we 
arrive at a paradox. We end up with a group 

of assumed ‘true’ statements and results that 
together contradict the entire situation. In order 
to understand the way flash media behaves, we 
use a specific workload to test it, but in order to 
understand the way the flash media behaves 
more comprehensively, we use a different 
workload whose results confound and contradict 
the first. 

We have used the same SSD to test several 
different workload personalities, exhibiting 
drastically different results. Comparing our results 
to HDTune, which offers an ‘advanced tests’ 
section, we see results that are predominantly 
dissimilar. 

The only similarity we can draw from the two 
tests (and thus confirm that they are testing 
similar behaviour in the hardware/software 
interaction) is the number of IOPS on the 
majority of the tests (excluding outliers). 

It doesn’t matter that the workloads used 


ops/sec 


OLTP 1174064 19563.6 38.9 57 ¢) 
Internal file copy/block copy 6002 5985.1 29.9 1321 0) 
Single Stream Write 8080 147.5 147.5 19054 6.5 
Single Stream Write Direct 9093 150 150 18682 6.5 
Random File Access 95327 1588.6 2832.1 7516 9.4 
File Deletion 502 498.2 0 ) 0 
File Creation 513 170.1 16131 


MB/sec Latency 


(ms) 


Path latency 
(us/op) 


the same 4k aligned writes, using the same 
block size — we still end up with results of such 
difference that they’re hard to really make sense 
of. Which one is a true measure of performance? 
The short answer is, there isn’t one, and that 
forms part of the philosophy here. If we use 
multiple workload personalities, despite taking a 
lot longer to actually perform benchmarks, we 
can better understand the whole picture. The 
results from FileBench suggest to us that this 
SSD performs best when high rate transactions 
are concerned, echoing the original purpose of 
this technology, above all else. The FileBench 
results also suggest that the limiting factor of 
many benchmarking tools reporting is the 
workload that drives the benchmark itself. It’s 
unlikely that without the right parameters, you'll 
ever actually see 2832.1MB/sec of I/O, if only 
because many benchmarks won't permit the 
end user to run with such extreme parameters. 
Arguably, this is for the best, as without context 
and considerable prior understanding, it could 
give the wrong impression. We're sorry - your 
SSD can’t actually write at 2832.1MB/sec unless 


OCZ Vertex LE SSD Thread count @ 2MB sequential writes as a function of ops 
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OCZ Vertex LE SSD Latency as a function of MB/sec throughput 
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Flash chips go fast and can do things quickly, as 
MB/sec traditional benchmarks show. Ultimately however, 
to understand the capability of a unit requires far 
more depth in analysis devoid of isolation. We're 
not here to suggest ‘everything you know about 


Thread counts compared to overall throughput. 


you're doing *very* specific things with it. This thread count, and came up against some SSDs is wrong’, nor are we going to tell you 
test confirms those specific things. difficulties. CrystalDisk and HDTune offered no that all the current benchmarks and results out 
P thread manipulation, nor did ATTO’s offerings. there are invalid because they aren't as flexible, 
Threadi ng The home brewed product, AS SSD Benchmark but we are going to ask that you consider all 
Not all benchmarks quote how many offered a fixed 64 thread at 4k sequential factors. With triple level cell (TLC) SSDs set to 
threads are used when running a workload. test, which reported 124.11MB/sec read and change the market within the next few months, 
Unfortunately, many of the tools that are used for 81.66MB/sec write. the floodgates will open for further competition 
benchmarking SSDs: When we don’t have the ability to alter this and ubiquitous utilisation. In selecting an SSD for 
thread count, we can’t produce trends nor your needs, it’s worthwhile digging that little bit 
¢ Don't have the capability to change threading understand the ‘tipping point’ as we have with deeper. Not only will you see the device for what 
granularity. FileBench. The summary - trends matter, and it is, but you’ll also understand the true limits and 
e While having a way to change thread counts the more ability to understand patterns through the very upper echelons of how to push your 
on a workload, often don’t report enough repeated measures one has, the better the silicon and controller: which is probably as close 
statistics arising from a run to see any picture that can be built. Single numbers in as it gets to overclocking storage. That, right 
significant patterns on trends. isolation are oftentimes worse than no numbers there, is very Atomic. ((() 


if we take the time to look at how threading OCZ Vertex LE SSD Thread count @ 2MB sequential writes 


of these benchmarks behave, we find some as a function of MB/sec throughput 
interesting results. 
We see the plateau of performance at 12 600 


threads. Beyond this, several interactions take 
place relating to the controller on the SSD itself 


as well as the physical realities of the SATA 500 
interface. 

We get the drive to peak at ~530MB/sec with 
12 threads — we take the OCZ Vertex LE SSD 400 


to places it’s never been before in any normal 
benchmarks, then, as we keep pushing, we 
send it plummeting back down to earth as the 
controller tells us it's had enough. 

Here, we demonstrate that higher I/O (as a 
result of increasing thread count) results in less 
ability for the controller to respond in a timely 
manner. We see a linear relationship between 
latency and throughput degradation. In practical 
terms, to an average user, the SSD controller 100 |- 
has been engineered to deal well with standard 
workloads. 11 simultaneous writing streams to 
a single storage device even from a complex 0 — ; 1 L ——— 
game engine would be unusual. Video ingest 
may come close, in some unique circumstances. Thread count 

We searched for other tools to manipulate Latency compared to overall throughput. 
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ASUS Motherboard Exclusive 


The ASUS Dual Intelligent Processors cater to every 
user’s wishes when it comes to savvy performance and 
power savings. Twin embedded processors co-work 
with the CPU, making systems faster and more envi- 
ronmentally responsible. The Turbo Processing Unit 
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expedited performance, while the Energy Processing 
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as possible — up to 80% energy savings achieved. 
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' Ashton Mills unveils the.greatest secrets of t 


S o, | just solved cold fusion and the 
perpetual motion machine in one night, 
and thought I’d share my discoveries with you 
guys first because... hang on, what... HEY! Get 
off the keyboard! Ow! 


Ashton’s partner here, the one who just ran a 
successful stealth operation into the mancave. 
That's right, the woman. The other (prettier) half. 
And I've got something to say. 

| hear you all had a good laugh about his 
mancave and how he keeps me out. Eh? 

They say that behind every great man, there 


have nothing to show for it at the end — then 

| can have my choice of any game that | want, 
because |’m sure my geek man will be happy 
to buy it for me from Steam so that | can play 
‘geek girlfriend’. 

And he feels satisfied that he’s slowly turning 
his girlfriend into a geek. 

As his partner | also promise never, to his 
knowledge, enter the man cave and move 
things. But tidying it up, and letting him know 
about it just as he wakes up and stumbles into 
the living room like a roving bear, with that look 
on his face. No, | get to keep that :) 

As a geek partner | also promise to stroke 
the ego of the geek man as he does all these 


They say that behind every great man, there is an even 
greater woman. Or in today’s terms —- behind every 
great geek is a damn fantastic girl (or boy). 


iS an even greater woman. Or in today’s terms 
— behind every great geek is a damn fantastic 
girl (or boy). Unlike relationships with other boys 
and girls, geeks are very unique. Their strange 
working hours and even stranger waking hours; 
the inability to organise their man cave (yeah | 
read that Technica Obcura column), and the 
ever-increasing collections of cords, wires, hard 
drives and other technical things (of which | have 
absolutely no idea!). But it’s more than that. So 
I've taken over his column to educate you geeks 
about the other side. 
| consider myself quite a lucky girlfriend. | get 

the bed to myself for most of the night — lying 

in the middle like the queen of Sheba. I’ve had 
not one but two computers made from scratch 
as presents (or perhaps bribes — but never am 

| allowed to use the man-puter) and | NEVER 
EVER have to watch sports on TV. | have 
Girlfriends that are so jealous of me. 

And if | ever have the need to waste eight 

hours or more of my life playing a game and 
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aforementioned tasks. Otherwise | think I'm like 
any normal girlfriend. Loyal, loving, happy to 
bake scones and bring them in while geek man 
is slaving away on the computer (what does he 
do for so long on that thing anyway?) 

As I’m sure your partners know, there 
are some rather insightful and interesting 
consequences of dating a geek man. Firstly, | 
have absolutely no idea what is going on with 
my computer. | now have two boot things, so 
that | can have Linux and Windows on the same 
machine. This is kinda cool, but at the same 
time bloody annoying too. It seems like every 
month | get a new update for something or other, 
and get kicked off my computer, right when | 
wanted to do something. 

Windows I’m more familiar with than 
Linux, however | don’t know where half of 
my documents are as they have been moved 
around so many times and | only just got iTunes 
working after some random Library problem 
(and thank you to Google for fixing). 


Honestly, computers are often annoying 
and time consuming when it comes to fixing 
problems, yet somehow they have the capacity 
to hold your attention for hours. They aren’t 
boobs, boys! Although at least you won't get 
into trouble looking at them for hours, so from 
that perspective, maybe | can sympathise. 

| think the one thing that every geek boy 
needs to understand is that the level of 
computer knowledge of your partner — unless 
she reads Atomic — will probably always be 
significantly less. Therefore when you ‘fix’ their 
computers, please make sure that they will 
actually work. Otherwise we'll be constantly 
irritating you, asking you to fix them again! 

That being said, I'd never swap my geek boy 
for anything else :) (@ 


Ashton returns next month. Assuming his 
Qirlfriend’s not gone mad with the power... 
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Dan Rutter brings the answers to 


1/O OF THE MONTH 


Do 47 Rage 128s equal 
one HD5970? 


‘i In Atomic whenever a motherboard is 
reviewed, if the second PCle slot is 
limited to x4 it is suggested that you don’t 
use it for CrossFire. But 8x is OK? 

| am wondering what the actual CrossFire 
speed difference is between x4, x8 and x16 
in the second PCle slot? 

Henry Provan 


This is a bit of a how-long-is-a-piece- 
=) of-string question, because different 
people have different opinions about what 
‘okay.’ performance is. To a large extent, it 
depends on what you’re using CrossFire for. 

If you're upgrading an older ATI-graphics- 
card computer by adding another card, 
you should see a respectable performance 
gain even if you end up using one x16 
and one x4 slot. (Provided, of course, that 
your system was really actually limited by 
the speed of the graphics card in the first 
place.) CrossFireX, like Nvidia’s SLI, has a 
separate hardware data link between the 
cards, so they don’t have to push their 
brain-synchronising data through the PCle 
bus, and a mere four-lane PCle slot is thus 
less restrictive than you might think. 

(Before CrossFireX there was a more 
limited hardware-linked version, and then 
‘software CrossFire’, which had no separate 
bridge connector between the cards, and 
so did push all of the inter-card data through 
the system bus.) 

Even with CrossFirex’s ability to combine 
different cards in the same model series 
(so, any 48xx card with any other 48xx, and 
any 38xx with any other 38xx...), though, 
the economics of this can be questionable 
compared with just saving up to buy one 
faster card in the quite near future. But 
plenty of people have given good homes to 


else upgraded. Going from one 3850 to a 
pair of them will make a difference, even if 
one is in a not-quite-16X slot. 


is someone who wants really high frame 
rates at really high resolutions with really 
high graphics-quality settings on really 
recent games. Remove even one of those 


your questions like no-one else can. 


two-year-old Radeons from which someone = 


Your traditional CrossFire/SLI user, though, 


WINS A THERMALTAKE 
CHALLENGER PRO KEYBOARD 


requirements — use a lower resolution, or 
wait a year before upgrading your graphics 
card and playing a given game — and you 
slide a long way back in the financially- 
sensible direction on the price/performance 
graph, and often won't need a multi-card 
system at all. 

But if you want it all and you want it now, 
putting your second CrossFire card in an 
x4 slot will cause you to waste even more 
money than you intended to. 

The X16-versus-X8 difference, for a 
second CrossFire card, is less pronounced. 
This is in accordance with the ancient dictum 
that each single increase in graphics-card- 
slot bandwidth — ever since AGP version 1 
gave us the first ‘modern’ graphics-card slot 

— hasn't made much difference to anything. 
The difference will be readily measurable (at 
high enough resolutions, quality settings, 
et cetera), but it takes a big bus-speed 
difference to have a significant impact on 
graphics performance. Unless you've run 
out of RAM on the graphics card and data’s 
being thrashed to and from main memory, 
that is, in which case faster bus speeds will 
only turn an extremely lousy frame rate into a 
merely very lousy one. 
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Buck the trend: 
Downgrade to Win2000! 


Is there now any reason not to switch 
4 from XP 82 bit to Windows 7? 

Am improving cooling by leaving the case 
open with HEPA filter blowing at it (| have 
asthma). Upgrading my Dell Inspiron 530 to 
a Corsair 550W PSU, and my Core 2 Quad 
Q6600 to a Q9650. Graphics card is an HD 
4550; will add memory as needed. 

Robert 


There aren't any really good reasons not 

J to upgrade. Win7 generally runs well 
even on older hardware, and there are some 
real improvements. This isn’t a guarantee that 
your upgraded computer won’t have some 
problem that it currently lacks, but it can still be 
refreshing to visit the Problem Exchange and 
trade your old boring WinXP problems for 
exciting new Win7 ones. 

I, in general, don’t recommend upgrading 
anything if you don’t have a real reason for 
doing so. On the face of it this is pointless 
advice like “omit needless words”, but what 
| mean by it is that people often get the new 
OS just because it’s the new OS, and routinely 
upgrade a graphics card when what they need 
is a faster CPU, or upgrade their whole system 
when all they needed was a new graphics card, 
et cetera. A lot of people would be much better 
served by leaving their PC as it is and buying a 
bigger monitor than by upgrading other stuff. 
I've had my 30-inch Dell for three years now, 
and it’s definitely the best money I’ve ever spent 
on computer gear. 
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That omy Again’ button may be worth the Win7 panies price all ‘avi itself. 

If your system is for one reason or another in need of an OS reinstall 
anyway (even if you’re only upgrading your worryingly-old boot drive and 
can’t be bothered imaging the old one onto the new), then upgrading 
to Win7 is a perfectly sensible thing to do. But the only real class of 
software that you can’t run on WinXP (without HEINOUS kludges...) is 
DirectX-10-and-higher games. 

DX10 was a real, important step forward, not because it allowed 
games to be spectacularly prettier but because it made a clean break 
from the terrifying tangle of workarounds and special cases that had 
seeped into Direct3D over the years. This has created a system that's 
much easier to write widely-compatible software for — which means 
more and better games. The price we pay is the XP-to-Vista break, 
Win7 being essentially Windows Vista 1.5 (We’re Sorry About 1.0 But 
You're Still Not Getting A Refund) Edition. 

| also make absolutely no representations about what hardware- 
upgrade pitfalls may be lurking in your Dell - but, these days, you'll 
probably be fine. Dell no longer pack (most of) their computers with 
wilfully-nonstandard hardware, so you can indeed do crazy far-out stuff 
like upgrading your own PSU and CPU with off-the-shelf items. | still 
never so much as touch a screwdriver to a Dell without downloading the 
service manual, though. For all | know, they’re just trying to lull us. 

In the specific case of upgrading the CPU of a non-overclockable 
brand-name box, bear in mind that putting your current, famously- 
overclockable CPU onto a regular overclockable motherboard can get 
you the same result, and then some. A Q9650 shouldn't cost you a 
great deal at the moment, of course, but if you’re only running at stock 
speed then the 1.25X CPU performance difference over a 6600 won't 
necessarily have much visible effect. 

Again, |’d definitely put the money toward a big-ass monitor first! 


Burning questions ; 
(no, | couldn’t think of a better title) 


I've just bought a second-hand car with a pretty good but 

B} not-replaceable sound system. It’s a few years old (built in 2002) 
and only plays audio CDs, but | figured “well, I'll just burn some CDs 
from my perfectly legitimate collection of music on my PC, and that'll be 
good enough”. Problem is, it’s having trouble reading burned discs — of 
the five discs | burned to try it out, only one would ever be picked up 
properly and start playing, and it only ever got through the first one and 
a half tracks before getting confused and skipping. 

| suspect it’s just the head unit getting a bit old, and | need to get 
the CD reader cleaned or replaced, but looking around on the net for 
people with the same car and problem I’ve seen some advice along the 
lines of “burn your discs at the slowest speed you can, that should help 
make them more readable”. This struck me as utter crap in this day and 
age; shouldn't all modern PCs be able to burn CDs as fast as they can 
without having problems? Practically every burner sold today has some 
kind of SuperBurnBufferShieldThing that theoretically eliminates that sort 
of running-out-of-data-midburn scenario, and | can’t see how it'd make 
the data any more “burned better” to the disc to make a difference; 
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surely if the burn was bad Nero would error out and tell me to try again? 
To me, this sort of thing should be a thing of the past, same with DVD 
plus or minus; customers at my shop often ask for one or the other, because 
they've been told by a friend that it’s the better way, but modern DVD burners 
work just fine with both kinds, and I’ve never had anybody come back and 
tell me they didn’t work and that | sold them the wrong kind. 
Tim Hicks 


Frankly, | consider it a miracle that burned CDs and DVDs ever 
work. The reliability that modern drives manage to get out of an 
immense series of barely-distinguishable fuzzy splodges is remarkable. 

CD-Rs and DVD-Rs are a pretty mature technology today, and as with 
the later years of the audio cassette, they’re doing stuff they were never 
originally expected to manage. Modern CD/DVD burners are way faster 
than was initially thought possible; CD-R only topped out at 52X because 
of vibration, and discs physically disintegrating - dansdata.com/io028. 
htm. With so many different manufacturers of different discs (some of 
which are different because of actual technological improvements, but 
most of which are different just to make them cheaper, and/or avoid 
stepping on some other company’s patents), there’s a very wide variety of 
possible burned-disc characteristics. It’s unsurprising that some readers, 
especially older ones, can’t read all discs. 

The solution, fortunately, does remain the same - try different discs, try 
different burners (a ridiculous idea when a CD writer cost more than the 
rest of the PC, but easy now), and, yes, try different speeds too. Burning 
speed should make little to no difference for data discs, but the error- 
correction-less bit-stream nature of audio-CD data makes it eminently 
possible for a tiny change to make a marginal reader completely fail. 

Note that the various buffer-underrun-preventing technologies all do 
actually stop and resume the burning process, which was impossible 
with older writers. They can’t perfectly join the resumed write session to 
the end of the other one, though, and this too can cause problems with 
some readers. It'd probably be a complete disaster for an audio CD, but 
modern computers are unlikely to run out of data when burning a CD, 
especially at reduced speed. 

Also, remember that you can now get very cheap MP3-playing FM- 
broadcasting doodads - they’re all over eBay. They typically have a card 
slot and a USB socket, and thus give you access to huge amounts of 
music without fiddling with multiple audio CDs, and they give audio quality 
that’s more than good enough for most stock-car-stereo purposes. ( © 


This is what data on a CD-R looks like. Quick, read it at 1,411,200 bits per second! 
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fate is a rite of passage that involves more than simply 
turning 18. It's about getting your driver's license. It’s about 
laughing at Americans who have to wait until they're 21 before they 
can drink. Shagging. Voting. Watching an R18+ movie without 
looking over your shoulder. Sure, there are ways of getting around 
most rules, but there’s nothing quite like the satisfaction of being 
able to show a proof-of-age card that officially signifies you can 
see, do and enjoy whatever you damned-well please (within the 
limits of the law, obviously). But as any grown-up will tell you, none 
of that’s particularly important when mortgages, relationships and 
children come into play. 

How do games fit into this busy adult life? If you’re brutally 
honest with yourself, you’ll say “probably not a whole lot”. As 
our interviewees will attest, the video games they once loved are 
now little more than passing fancies. And this is a worry. As much 
as gamers would like to believe video games are a legitimate 
pastime for adults, these thirtysomethings either don't care, or feel 
so alienated that they're simply not participating in the broader 
discussion about where video games should exist on the socio- 
political landscape. 

As the industry continues to shamelessly champion teen-oriented 
titles such as God of War Ill and Bayonetta, should it come as a 
surprise that apathy could be one of the main reasons video games 
aren't gaining any legitimacy as an artform or a mature pastime? We 
decided to take a look, to find out what really causes this decline. 
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Portrait of an Adult Gamer And it doesn’t bother him. “To be honest, | children but still only plays an occasional round 
There is no greater evidence of apathy than the don't really wish | had more time to play games. of Grand Theft Auto or Splinter Cell, and says he 
fact that there is no R18+ rating for video games My family is what's important now — watching my “really couldn’t give a shit about an R18+ rating.” 
in Australia. The available statistics suggest there daughter grow up and spending time with my Having played games since the age of five, Hodge 
probably should be. According to the Interactive wife. Sure, the wife and | give each other some remembers his earliest achievement as finishing 
Australia study commissioned by the Interactive personal space when we want it, and that's when __ the original Prince of Persia on the family 486. He’s 
Games and Entertainment Association (IGEA), 88 | might sit down to a game.” lived the dream, too, having worked in the video 
per cent of Australian households have a gaming Chan isn’t an isolated example: Joshua Hodge, — games industry for several years and been to E3 


device. 60 per cent of those households have at a 32 year-old sales executive, is unburdened by twice. As for why he doesn’t care for an R18+ 
least two gamers in them. The same study puts 
the average age of Australian gamers at 30 years 
old, meaning there are just as many gamers who 
are 42 years of age as there are who are 18. 
That's an adult, game-playing demographic that 
spans 24 years — practically an entire generation. 
We asked some gamers who fall squarely within 
the definition of ‘average’ about where they feel 
video games should sit politically. 

“We should have an R18+ rating if it brings 
some consistency to the classification system,” 
says Simon Chan, a 33 year-old accountant. 
“But,” he qualifies, “not having one doesn't 
really bother me. Right now, the system works 
just fine for me.” 

Chan, who divides his free time between 
skiing, squash, home renovation and doting over 
his young daughter, once counted himself as a 
gamer. He’s owned the original PlayStation, a 
PlayStation 2, a Game Boy; and since moving out 
of home, he's been dedicated to building his own 
gaming PCs. But in the space of a few years, he’s 
gone from nightly marathons on Medal of Honor 
and Battlefield 1942 to a modest one or two hours 
a week on Thursday and Friday nights. 
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rating? “I don’t play enough games for it to make 
a difference”. 

And even if it did, there are plenty of ways 
around the system without having to bother 
arguing with politicians and lobby groups. “| could 
just import,” says Chan. “Or download it,” says 
Hodge. Chan adds, however, “I haven’t had 
much exposure to R-rated games, but if a game 
warrants a ban for going beyond MA15+, then it’s 
probably in everyone's best interests if it isn’t sold 
here.” Interestingly, Chan didn’t realise many of the 
games rated MA15+ in Australia are, in fact, rated 
R overseas (there were 24 in 2009 alone). 


Identifying the Drop-off 


Chan and Hodge's indifference might be of 
concern to a ‘citizen gamer’, but their attitudes 
reflect a growing trend among gamers who are 
of voting age and command a high disposable 
income. They’re people that Interactive Australia 
author, Dr Jeffrey Brand, refers to as having 
dropped off ‘The Cliff. That is, when gamers 
reach a stage in their lives where work and family 
priorities erode not just time with games, but 
other media as well. In other words, they’re just 
not engaged anymore. Brand estimates the age 
at which The Cliff sets in at about 40, but the fact 
that our interviewees were once ‘serious’ gamers 
suggests it should be much lower. 

Brand's study is considered the ‘go to’ source 
for illustrating ‘what’ our gaming demographics 
are, but it can’t offer any clarity as to ‘why’ things 
are the way they are. It’ll tell you how many hours 
per week people are putting into their games, 
but it won't tell you what they’re playing or why. 
There's no distinction between someone who 
plays GTA4 and someone who plays Solitaire. As 
for why people fall off The Cliff, it's anyone's guess. 
Not even Brand knows for sure — “Interactive 
Australia only documented whether people played 
video games at all. The Cliff couldn't be captured 
as a statistic.” 

Brand argues (quite rightly) that in documenting 
Australia’s gamer population, a distinction 
shouldn't be drawn between so-called ‘elite’ and 
‘casual’ gamers. “Take the example of books”, he 
explains. “Someone who reads daily and polishes 
off a novel a week is a heavy and committed 
reader. Someone who needs three months to 
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read a book because they’re just putting in a 
few minutes before bed is still a reader — they 
just don’t read as often. So to say Solitaire on 
Windows isn’t a game is a simple stereotype that 
neglects the complexity of the ecology of games 
in daily life”. 

But there must be more behind this drop in 
engagement than increased work and family 
priorities. Even Chan was able to put aside several 
hours to play Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2. If 
we're to understand why these gamers are falling 
off The Cliff, we need a qualitative understanding 
of what makes them tick. Perhaps the games 
aren't appealing anymore? Perhaps the way 
they're marketed is a turn-off? Or perhaps many 
of these ‘older’ gamers really are just playing 
bundled copies of Solitaire with Windows 7? 

Some sales figures might offer a clue. 
According to retail data group Gfk, 70.85 per cent 
of games sold to consumers last year were rated 
either G or PG, representing 65.88 per cent of 
the total sales revenue from games for the year. 
13.58 per cent of games sold through were rated 
M, while 15.56 per cent of them were MA15+. So 
the majority of games being sold in Australia are 
for a G and PG-rated audience — games such as 
Rayman Raving Rabbids and Hannah Montana: 
The Movie. 

But that’s not a reflection of how games are 
perceived. Walk into your local JB Hi-Fi, GAME 
or EB Games outlet and the promotional posters 
du jour paint a very different picture. Now, this is 
important: Market visibility is a sign of a game's 
importance to its publisher. This is because retail 
space costs money. Every in-store stand, poster, 


Nice try, 
- have half a cigar 
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| During the March 2010 state elections 
|| in South Australia, the political party 
Gamers4Croydon (G4C) was set up 
to oppose the then South Australian 
|| Attorney-General, Michael Atkinson, 
who for years was the most vocal 
opponent of an R18+ rating for video 
games. The final result wasn’t even 
close. In spite of suffering a 15.6 per 
cent swing against him, Atkinson 
retained his seat by a comfortable 
margin, taking 51.5 per cent of the 
20,810 votes in the electorate. G4C 
outperformed the Democrats and 
Family First parties, but was ultimately 
only able to secure 3.7 per cent of the 
votes — that’s 770 people. Ironically, 
Atkinson immediately resigned from 
the front bench and the role of South 
Australian Attorney-General after the 


| David Doe reportedly tried to claim 
| | some credit for this turn of events. 
| The party has since shut down and 
|| deregistered, claiming that its work is 
|| done. G4C did not contest the August 


| federal elections. 


election for family reasons. G4C founder | | 


SPECIALFEATURE | 


playable demo, over-the-counter promotion, 
pre-order deal — even the positioning on the 
shelves — costs money. Likewise, publicity costs 
money. Magazine, television and radio advertising, 
billboards, event sponsorship, bus stops, launch 
parties, giveaways — all of this has a dollar value 
attached to a budget that has been assigned to 
that particular game. So the more important a 
game is to its publisher, the more visible it likely 
to be, and the more likely it is to shape the way 
games are perceived. 

Hodge has an interesting take on how games 
are presented in stores. “It all comes down to 
what retailers want to stock”, he explains, “And 
what the retailers want to stock are the big 
sequels and franchises — the Grand Theft Autos 
and the Call of Duties. They pretty much hold that 
space to ransom because they want the mass 
volume pre-orders and not have to worry about 
re-ordering stock”. 


How Gamers See Gaming 
So what do people see when they encounter 
video games in the public? In the interests of 
fairness and accuracy, we would’ve published 
an analysis of the marketing strategies employed 
by different game companies, but none we 
approached were willing to open their books. As 
one company representative put bluntly, “We're 
not interested in making that kind of information 
public”. So we let anecdotal observations do the 
talking. Some of the most visible games in recent 
history include Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2, 
God of War Il, Halo: Reach, Dead Rising 2 and 
Bayonetta — all of them MA15+. 

Of course, that’s not to discount the presence 
of titles such as Mario Galaxy 2 or Guitar Hero: 
Whateverthefuckit’suptonow, but it would seem 
the adult market is only being pitched games 
that are (let's be honest) outlandishly stylised, 
sometimes absurdly sexualised, bloody, violent 
and, ultimately, juvenile, or at least implausible, 
works of fiction. Or, to put it another way, games 


being pitched towards adult gamers aren't really 
that adult at all. Games that tried genuinely to 
adopt a subtler, more mature approach to their 
themes and storytelling such as Heavy Rain 
and Alan Wake were far and few between and 
practically buried. 

This is where some older gamers might very 
well switch off. Or fall off The Cliff, as it were. That 
was the case for Doug Erickson when Alan Wake 
was marketed as giving modern horror literature 
a run for its money. “If you think the story of your 
favourite video game compares to even the most 
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Broken system 


| | 
The 2009 discussion paper, ‘Should 
| the Australian National Classification | 
| 
| | category for computer games?’, | 
| 
| 
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Scheme include an R18+ classification 
discusses the concern that our lack 

of an R18+ rating has resulted in the 

under-classification of games. While 

supporters of the rating argue that this 
does indeed happen, opponents claim | 
this is not the case as many titles are | 
amended or have content changed in | 
order to fit into the MA15+ category. | 
|| They also believe that this highlights | 
| the need for stricter classification, and 


does not justify a legalisation of the 
R18+ rating. 


mediocre entries in the world canon of literature, 
you need to read more. Period.” 

A 36 year-old content publisher at a software 
monolith, Erickson spent his youth sneaking to 
his neighbour's house to play on their Atari 2600, 
NES and Commodore 64. “I've always been 
primarily a PC gamer and hardware maven, but 
I've shamelessly owned every major piece of 
console and handheld gaming hardware since 
1992,” he says. Erickson's longest streak on a 
single game would put to shame those crazy 
South Koreans who don’t bother getting up to 
shit: 48-hours straight on Master of Magic, long 
before StarCraft was in the rear with the gear. But 
he knows where his limits are: “I tried to get into 
World of Warcrait, but it was a no go. Despite 
being a fairly sociable individual in real life, | find | 
despise people in MMORPG environments.” 

Unlike Chan and Hodge, Erickson is still 
playing the major releases and searching for indie 
gems to download, but he concedes that he 
now spends considerably less time gaming due 
to the demands of his work and his daughter. 
Interestingly, that still leaves enough time for 
him to be one of three co-hosts on a small 
fortnightly podcast, The Borecast, which he 
started in response to the growing disconnect 
he felt between himself and the gaming culture. 

“| was lamenting about how many gaming 
podcasts seem to exist in their own weird worlds 
where nothing but gaming and gaming culture 
mattered... rarely acknowledging the greater 
context of the world around them. And that's kind 
of alienating to a guy my age,” he explains. That's 
why he decided, “let's just podcast about the shit 
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we, as older nerds, care about.” And of course, 
by ‘older’, he means “above the age of 25.” For 
him, that would be booze, childhood hi-jinx and 
general technophilia. 

So how does a man of Erickson’s 
vintage view a game like Bayonetta’? “It's 
a great game, but let's face it: Titillation 
was big in its design spec. That puts 
the lie to any claims of intentional feminist 
empowerment. | would not play it in front of 
polite company. Heck, | wouldn't play it in front 
of my wife.” 

Chan isn’t as kind in his assessment of 
Bayonetta: “| really don’t understand the perve 
factor. It does nothing for me. Maybe younger 
people find it interesting, but it’s a pretty sad 
indictment of how low developers will go to make 


a game more appealing”. But when pressed 4 
to elaborate, it turns out his view of Bayonetta . ta 
has less to do with any kind of morality and @ é 
more to do with personal taste. “I prefer realism 
and authenticity in my games. They need to 
be grounded in some kind of reality. That's why 
| prefer, say, Modern Warfare over Deus Ex. 
| don’t go for that fantasy stuff. God of War? 
Wasn't interested,” he said. “I didn’t mind Fallout, 
though...”, and he trailed off for a moment to 
ponder this apparent contradiction. 

So just what do older gamers want to see? 


There’s no simple answer to that. “I can afford to 
be very picky with what | play, especially now that 

| don’t have as much time to play”, says Chan. He 
still reads game reviews to see what's good and 
what’s coming soon, but his choices are more 
determined by the certainty he has of his tastes. 
“Obviously | have a preference for contemporary 
military shooters. The more realistic the better’, he 
says. When asked if he had any more thoughts on 
agame like Fallout, he suggests a broader set of 
parameters: “At the end of the day, all | really want 
is a game with a good engine behind it and good 


SPECIALFEATURE y, y 


gameplay. Good production values like graphics 
and sound should just naturally fall into place. 
A good story isn’t that important to me, but it 
needs to at least make sense. Everything else like 
celebrity voice-overs, movie licenses — that’s just 
icing on the cake that | don’t really need.” 
Erickson’s tastes are much more complicated, 
but his choices reflect a man who is trying to 
make the most efficient use of his time. He 
loves number-crunching, intuitive control and 
a good challenge. He hates mundane plotlines 
and especially despises the Japanese design 
aesthetic of the past ten years. That said, he 
counts Deaally Premonition as one of his recent 
favourites — “I really enjoyed the goofy-ass plot 


_ Why so serious? 


Marketing plans aren’t the only things the videogames industry is secretive about - it 
seems they don’t want anyone to know about sell-through figures either. When asked 
which games are the highest selling in number in Australia, retail data group Gfk 
declined to offer any precise sell-through details or numbers. A representative cited 
confidentiality requirements from the company’s client, the IGEA. This policy flies in the 
face of standard industry practice overseas, where sell-through figures are made public 
on a regular basis. Gfk used to provide media outlets with a weekly ‘top sellers’ chart, 

|| but the charts displayed on the company’s site hadn’t been updated since February 

|| this year. The charts were removed entirely in August and, as of writing, the company is 


undecided on whether they’ll be back. 
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and characters”. Dragon Age is another game 
he liked tremendously, but he’s conscious that its 
“world and characters feel at best like a Margaret 
Weis homage — which means it still reads like fan 
fiction for a middling genre writer.” 


Reaching a broader public 
If games are to engage the daily concerns of 
older gamers, they need to be relevant to their 
lives at a broader level - “acknowledging the 
greater context of the world around them”, as 
Erickson put it. Maybe then, a political issue like 
an R18+ rating wouldn't be viewed with such 
indifference. But that level of discourse is normally 


reserved for what we consider to be art and, 
generally speaking, video games are almost never 
discussed on a mass artistic level — at least not 
with the same earnestness that, say, Margaret 
Pomeranz and David Stratton apply to movies. 
Most of the gaming media rarely even venture 
beyond the predictable cycle of previews and 
reviews. Granted, gamers often claim that what 
they're playing is an art form, but where is the 
legitimacy of that claim? 

The potency of this question flared when 
veteran film critic, Roger Ebert, claimed “video 
games can never be art”. Citing a laundry list of 
history's greatest poets, authors and painters, 
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Ebert said there isn’t a single game in existence 
that can reach an equivalent calibre. The games- 
playing community turned on him and, in July, he 
recanted, saying “I should not have written that 
entry without being more familiar with the actual 
experience of video games.” So this giant of a 


watch?v=K9y6MYDSAwwit=13m44s at the 
13-minute, 44-second mark. 

Now, at this point, we can’t really go into a 
lengthy discussion about what defines art. Art is 
many things. But by that definition, a Dora the 
Explorer lunchbox qualifies as art. 


If games are to engage the daily concerns of 
older gamers, they need to be relevant to their 


lives at a broader level .. 


movie buff admitted to talking out of his arse. 

Gamers were pleased, to say the least. 

But if one were to read between the lines, 
Ebert’s opinion wasn’t so much a comment on 
the experience of playing games as it was a 
reaction to how games are made. To wit, he cites 
a TEDx presentation given by Kellee Santiago, 

a co-founder of thatgamecompany, which 
developed flOw on the PlayStation Network. In 
that presentation, Santiago argues the artistic 
merits of games by comparing them 
against the historical development 
of other established art forms. 

The penny drops when Santiago 
illustrates the components for 
making a modern video game: 
Development, finance, marketing, 
education, publishing and executive 
management. You can see it for 
yourself at www.youtube.com/ 
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Here's the problem: If video games are to be 
taken seriously in the same way that people 
care about books and movies, 
it’s people like Ebert who need 
to be convinced. Preaching to 
the converted will do no good, 
nor will affirmative platitudes like 
those of Santiago. 

Even our interviewees find 


 SPECIALFEATURE 


it difficult to envisage how, and under what 
circumstances, they'd wilfully put games on a 
level with their daily concerns. For Chan, that 
may never happen: “I’d be pretty ticked off if the 
next Medal of Honor game gets banned. That 
would make me stand up and say something.” 
But would he stand up for all games generally? 
“Probably not,” he says. 


Hodge's challenge is more social. “l’d give more 
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of a shit about what happens to games if | didn’t 
have to keep my interest in it to myself,” he says. 
“99 per cent of my peers play games, but none of 
them think of themselves as gamers.” To illustrate, 
he explains how his friends would 
have no qualms about admitting 
to going out for a movie or two 
over the weekend. Admitting 
to playing a game for nine hours, 
however, would probably attract ridicule. “It’s not 
like it's embarrassing,” says Hodge, “but people 
do have a snigger.” 
Erickson has an idea of where game design 

should be steered. “Gaming is a confluence 

of many media streams under the directorship 
of the player,” he explains. “To tell a story, a 

game designer needs to explicitly acknowledge 
the player's role as that director. When game 
developers en masse start to realise that they are 
‘dungeon masters’ and not Hollywood (or worse, 
anime) directors, we will really start to evolve this 
nascent multimedia art form.” 


Older gamers want 


more than just ‘product’ 
There are many ie for the games 
industry to investigate here. First, the disengaged, 
disenfranchised gamers who were there from the 
beginning in the 1970s — they're just waiting for a 
good reason to jump back in. Maybe not to the 
same degree as they did in their younger days, 
but certainly much more than they are currently. 
Secondly, the opportunity for the medium to be 
taken seriously enough so that debates about an 
introduction of an R18+ rating are more than just 
academic, and are treated equally. Thirdly, the 
chance to advance the medium as an accepted 
art form. 

In an industry dominated by headlines about 
the next blockbusters or the latest studios cutting 
back on staff, it seems unlikely that an industry- 
wide movement to improve its standing and 
well-being in the public space will gain traction. 
Then again, many punters thought the people at 
Nintendo had lost their marbles for thinking the 
Wii could pop open the casual market. Now they 


The opportunity to elevate the 

discussion of video games in the 
public sphere is more valuable to 
the industry than any sales spike. 


practically own it. The opportunity to elevate the 
discussion of video games in the public sphere is 
more valuable to the industry than any sales spike. 
If this is going to happen, the industry needs 

to consider the views of not just their paying 
customers, but the ones who are in the greatest 
position of influence. Not all of us are so blessed 
to be able to write game reviews, but there are far 
more of us who are in a position to vote. Extend 
The Cliff, and we just might see those changes 
happen. ( 
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Believe it. 
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THE DARK FLEET HAS LANDED! 


The next generation of Antec gaming cases are here! 
_..and we've developed a fleet of ground-breaking new features including: 
¢ Bottom-mounted PSU isolates heat. © New Fleet-Swap™ drive design (position changeable) 


(Mounts standard size PSU or an 
Antec exclusive CP Series power supply). 


© CPU cutout for easy installation of CPU coolers 


Lockable access doors ensure security 
e External 2.5” hot-swap drive bay (SATA / SSD Compatible) 
e Supports SuperSpeed USB 3.0 
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Recommended 
Gaming motherboard 


ind Ray 
and erelockers alike! ~ 


rize th abyte X58A-UD3R's 
bingy ne” 
ce as "excellen ee) Hot Hardware 


bout.the X58A-UD3R. ~ 


we simply haven't seen a motherboard 
value this good ~ Toms Hardware 
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If you're building a Core i7 PC, 
then this board should be top of 
your shopping list ~ Bit-Tech 


X58A-UD3R can really crank out high frequencies when 
it wants to ~ Bjorn3D 


Suggested | Components | List 


CPU _ Intel Core i7 930 HDD Seagate 7200. 11 1TB SATA hard drive 
Western Digital UTE Caviar Black 


MB GIGABYTE X58A-UD3R Power Supply Gis CMPSU- 850HX 850W Modular 
SilverStone 1200 Watt Zeus 


Graphics NVIDIA GTX 460 3Way SLI CPU cooler Thermaltake Frio, 
ATI Radeon HD 5770 3WAY CrossfireX Coolermaster Aquagate Max, 
s[hermalright vepormeus X 


Memory _ GSkill F3-18400CL8T-6GBPIS (DDR3-2300C8), Chassis — Lian-Li ARMORSUIT PC-P80R, 
Kingston KHX16000D3ULT1K3/6GX Thermaltake VH6000BWS, 
OCZ DDR3-1600 XMP Edition 6GB Triple Channel Memory Kit Silverstone SST-RVO1B-W 
: (black+ window) 


Not all components may be available at all retail shops Please confirm with your dealer prior to purchase. 


Leader in Motherboard Innovation 


For more information, please call our distributors: 


Synnex Australia Altech Rectron Leader (SA) New Zealand 
NSW 02 8756 8899 NSW 02 8831 9999 NSW 0293520112 SA 08 8112 6000 Synnex New Zealand Limited 092715001 
VIC 1300 100 100 VIC 03 8588 7777 VIC 03 8545 2833 Dove Electronics Ltd 03 338 4722 
QLD 07 3909 6299 QLD 07 3338 6000 PB Technologies Ltd 09526 9200 
WA 08 9205 5788 WA 08 9242 8822 ee 


SA 08 8257 9999 


www. gi a b te com.au These speed settings are not guaranteed by GIGABYTE. The specifications and pictures are subject to change without notice. All trademarks and logos are the properties of their respective holders. 
-gigabyte. Any overclocking is at user's risk, GIGABYTE Technology shall not be responsible for any damage or instability to your processor, motherboard, or any other components. 


i i http://www.facebook.com/pages/GIGABYTE-Motherboard-Tech-Column/209090107119 (-} http://gigabytedaily.blogspot.com/ 


)\ HARDWARE 


WARE 


NEWS, 


he cases are coming! The cases are coming! 
In order to prevent a breakout of full-scale 
case-invasion, we’ve chased them down, locked 
them in a room and opened them up to see just 
what lies inside (not much, to be honest, but it’s 
all about potential with these things). Thank us 
later — and go read the head2head now. 
Justin’s also gone a bit bench-mad this month, 


REVIEWS AND ROUNDUPS ON THE LATEST HARDWARE 


Powered by 


so we've got a funload of card reviews. We think 
he might have got his hands on our new Lost 
Planet 2 Demo benchmark (which you can get at 
http://tinyurl.com/LP2bench - it’s a Test B run 
at 1920x1200 with all settings on High and 8xAA) 
and it went to his head — he’s insisting he’s fine, 
and just really likes testing graphics cards. 

Let’s see how he goes next month ... 
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ASUS Rampage III Gene 


An overachieving younger sibling. 


HARDWARE 


Street Price $345 Supplier ASUS 
Website www.asus.com.au 


Specifications Socket LGA1366; Intel X58 chipset; mATX 
form factor; 2x PCle x16; 1x PCle x4; 1x PCI; 6x SATA2, 2x 
SATA3; 2x USB3; DDR3-2200+ 


TT” X58 chipset has been a mainstay in 
enthusiast performance for nigh-on two 
years now, launching with Nehalem in late 2008. 
Though the chipset itself hasn’t changed, it has 
been integrated in a huge number of designs 
in that time. Arguably most useful of these is 
the mATX form factor: a cut-down fullsize ATX 
design that retains most useful features while 
sacrificing only board real estate (and losing a 
chunk of that price tag, too). The Gene is the 
direct descendant of the Rampage III Extreme, 
and everything from the colour scheme to the 
chipset cooling remains the same. 

Retained is the LGA1366 socket that, though 
it will be replaced sometime next year, is still the 
current high-end choice. It’s surrounded by an 
8-phase power delivery system which proved 
very reliable in testing, neither overheating nor 
allowing voltage settings to waver much from 
the intended amount. Due to the limited space 
available the socket is quite close to the VRM 
and Northbridge chipset coolers, though most 
aftermarket heatsinks and waterblocks should 
work just fine. 

The Gene supports six DDR slots that are 
equipped with an exclusive dual-phase power 
system; this proved very satisfying when serving 
up memory bandwidth results. In part this 
stems from a mature BIOS, but it’s significantly 
improved compared to the higher-end Rampage 
Ill Extreme. The 24- and 8-pin power connectors 
are placed at the edges of the board for neat 
cabling, with the CMOS battery raised vertically 
at the top-right edge of the board, a nice space 
saving measure. 

Storage ports on offer are typical of a high- 
end board, and two SATA ports that are run 
off the Marvell chip complement the six SATA2 


ASUS RAMPACE III GENE 


8-8-8-24;3.33GHz 


34 


"Stock: 133x25; DDR3-1600 


PiFast 24.41s 21.76s 20.48s 

wPrime 32M - single thread 37.314s 33.151s 31.464s 
wPrime 32M — multi-thread 7.474s (5.04x efficiency) | 6.691s (4.96x) 6.288s (4.98x) 
CineBenchRI064-bit-singlethread | S090 5652 6076 
CineBenchR1064-bit-multi-thread | 20307 (3.99x efficiency) | 23094 (4.09x) 24227 (3.99x) 
Everest Read 16999MB/s 15814MB/s 17234MB/s 
Everest Write 14507MB/s 14143MB/s 15108MB/s 
Everest Latency 42.1ns 43.2ns 40.8ns 


ports nicely. They're also right-angled to aid 
cabling in cramped conditions. 

The ICH10R Southbridge chipset lies in 
its usual place in the bottom-right corner of 
the board, though the small heatsink that’s 
been applied is insufficient for optimal cooling 
at overclocked frequencies, and it became 
noticeably hot under load. 

Below the Southbridge chip lays hard power/ 
reset buttons and a very handy clear CMOS 
button, alongside the usual USB and front panel 
headers. There’s no support for legacy devices, 
with Floppy and IDE connectors absent. This isn’t 
really a must-have feature, and won't be missed. 

The expansion slots hold most of this board's 
promise, able to supply two graphics cards with 
dual 16x PCle 2.0 bandwidth, also boasting 
Crossfire and SLI support. Included alongside 
these slots is what ASUS calls a ‘SupremeFX 
X-Fi 2’ that supposedly provides “ultra-real 
cinematic in-game surround sound”. In reality this 


001:150x25; DDR31500 
8-8-8-24;3.75GHz 


0(2:160x25; DDR3-1604 
8-8-8-24;4.00GHz 


is a standard onboard audio chip and 

apiece of software that emulates good audio, 
which in reality gives you merely okay audio. 

The performance of the Gene is very nice, and 
it competes well with its big brother across our 
stock benchmarks. A quick foray into the neat 
BIOS delivers overclocks at OC1 and OC2 easily, 
returning scores that are competitive with other 
high-end motherboards. We manually pushed 
the board even further, reaching a maximum 
stable QPI speed of 174MHz, giving a final clock 
of 4.35GHz and a Cinebench result of 25550. 
Curiously the board barely scraped a QP! speed 
of 168MHz at the BIOS it shipped at (0501), but 
an easy update (0608) unlocked extra headroom. 

For an mATX board that supports most 
features enthusiasts are after, the Gene is a nice 
choice that saves you $200 compared to its 
older brother. And really, there’s not much else 
you'd need in a board. (=) JR 


Performance ae 
Very nice performance, “cus 
good overclock. iced 


Value pas 
Expensive, but a great 'q 
enthusiast board. 


Features 


Overall 


Another great 
mATX X58 motherboard. 
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GIGABYTE GI X4/0 SOC 


It’s super (thanks for asking). 


Street Price $470 Supplier GIGABYTE 

Website www.gigabyte.com 

Specifications 7OOMHz core; 837MHz memory 
(3348MHz effective); 400MHz shader; GF1O0 ‘Fermi’ 
core; 448 CUDA Cores; 1.28GB GDDR5; 320-bit memory 
interface; dual slot PCB with active cooling; dual 6-pin 
power connector 


Card info www.techpowerup.com/gpuz/hny8y 


Tee often has an appeal that can’t 
be quantified; and just as often has a name 
that can’t be pronounced. While the GTX470 
SOC isn’t so bad in its condensed form, the 
full official title of ‘GV-N470SO-13]’ is certainly 
a mouthful. We've seen a few entrants in the 
Super OverClock, or SOC series, and they're 
generally defined with a few noteworthy — and 
expensive — changes. 

The first of these is the most basic: a core 
clockspeed increase from a reference speed 
of 607MHz to the SOC’s 98MHz-faster factory 
clocks of 7OOMH2z. This impressive boost 
represents an increase of 15 per cent, which the 
SOC will run at until the day it dies. 

The next change is somewhat more 
expensive, as GIGABYTE has applied its latest 
heatsink design to the SOC; the Windforce X3. 
This heatsink is complex, consisting of a copper 
vapour chamber (licensed from Sapphire), which 
lifts heat from the core efficiently. A vapour 
chamber is essentially a large, flat heatpipe, and 
inside the ‘chamber’ resides a series of wicks 
with a fluid inside. The fluid is heated by the 
core where it circulates inside the chamber via 
convection, and cyclically dumps its heat on the 
opposing side of the chamber. It’s needed too; 
the stock GTX470 devours 215W at load, which 
the factory overclock only increases. 

From the vapour chamber heat is distributed 


Idle: 52.2: dBA) 


Idle: 37°C 


GIGABYTE GTX470 SOC Ambient readings 
Load: 54.4dBA Sound 


via three nickel- 
plated heatpipes 

into three separate 

heatsinks, the middle being flat, and the outer 
two angled slightly upwards to face the centre at 
roughly thirty degrees. Three fans are placed on 
these heatsinks, resulting in airflow that passes 
through the fins but doesn’t cause as much 
turbulence as it collides with other airstreams. 
The Windforce X3 keeps temperatures at a low 
37 at idle with a quiet 52.2dBA generated from 
the three fans; rising to an uncomfortable 72 
degrees at a still-quiet 54.4dBA load. You'll be 
hard-pressed to hear this over standard system 
noise once installed in a case. 

The third and perhaps hardest change to 
qualitatively analyse is the power delivery system. 
Rather than the boring reference design, where 
there are five chunky power phases to provide 
power, there are twelve smaller power phases 
that manage the load — and can provide a greater 
total. Thought of another way, it’s like having five 
tanks in a skirmish against the same five tanks 


Load: 72°C Big -=4 


GIGABYTE GTX470 SOC Synthetic Benchmarks 


Unigine Heaven, FPS Tess — 22.5 


Unigine Heaven, FPS None -35.8 


3DMark Vantage — P20164 
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GIGABYTE GTX470 SOC = Gaming Benchmarks 


= Reference scores: XFX 5850 


Frames per second 


with supporting units; when the action heats 
up, it’s better to have more available than not. 

The backbone of this syste is the NEC 
Proadlizer chip, of which the SOC is endowed 
with a total of five. These are astoundingly 
efficient and reliable, but along with their large 
cost comes heat — they became scaldingly hot 
under load and are not actively cooled, as they 
are located on the rear of the PCB. Airflow is a 
must to retain stability, and we wonder why no 
heatsink was applied. 

Performance in benchmarks is great, returning 
a good score in 3DMark Vantage and Heaven, 
with our new Lost Planet 2 benchmark also 
taking advantage of the additional memory on 
offer to return some tasty frames. The SOC 
offers a rough performance boost of ten per 
cent compared to a reference-clocked card, and 
thanks to the impressive cooler, we could push 
it a further 12 per cent to 783MHz on the core, 
with memory rising by an additional 13 per cent. 

You'll pay an extra $70 over the reference 
card to grab the SOC, and though it is 
expensive, the card is quite nice if you're after a 
little more by way of design. If you're after sheer 
performance, well, the 5870 still pips the SOC 
to the punch. ((@) JR 


Performance ig” 
Nicely overclocked, and = [4 4 } 
rather fast. me y 


Bundle 


No extras. 


Value 


eae 


Overall 
Nice for a GTX470, though a 5870 


is tempting at this price level. 
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XFX 59 


*newpew* 


Street Price $1600 Supplier XFX 
Website www.xfxforce.com 
Specifications 850MHz core; SOOMHz memory 
(3800Mt effective); RV870 XT ‘Hemlock’ core; 1600x2 
Cores; 4GB GDDR5; 256-bit memory interface; dual slot 
PCB with active cooling; dual 8-pin power connectorslot 
PCB with active cooling; 6-pin power connector 


I: starting to appear that making 
a custom 5970 makes you 

part of the ‘cool club’, with three 
manufacturers going to the effort 

of giving their own spin on ATI's 
highest-end card, which we've seen 
the past two issues from Sapphire 
and ASUS. However, while the Toxic (www. 
atomicmpc.com.au/?232807) and Ares 
(www.atomicmpc.com.au/?22341 1) both 
respectively focused on modifying the card, 
and indeed eschewed the reference cooler in 
favour of better-performing choices, XFX have 
chosen a slightly different path for their 5970 
Black Edition Limited - of which there will only 
be 1500 produced worldwide. We asked XFX 
for one, and we've got the fifty-ninth card of the 
production run. We put it to pasture and let it 
stretch its legs. 


Big gun 
The B.E. Limited arrived at Atomic HQ in one of 
the biggest boxes we've ever received, and even 
we weren't expecting such a huge shipment. We 
leapt out of our chairs and tore it apart, where 
we soon saw... another box. Huh. 

But inside that box was finally what we were 
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waiting for, and peeling open the second inner 
box revealed... a bag. This bag is roughly 
60cm long, with XFX artwork printed all across 
its surface. It's got three large pockets on the 
front for mice, cheesy snacks or energy drinks, 
and one large compartment in the centre for 
keyboards or other long-ish implements (we hear 
that some kinds of “sporting devices” may fit 
inside, but that’s the extent of our knowledge of 
that scary world). 

Luckily enough we weren't simply shipped a 
bag, and inside the bag lay a few goodies: six 


mini-DisplayPort adapters that give two DVI, 
HDMI and two full-size DisplayPort connectors; 
as well as a big gun. A gun, for crying out loud! 

That's what we would have said, if it were real 
(which would have been awesome, if somewhat 
frightening and illegal), but it’s still rather cool 
regardless. XFX have packed their 5970 inside 
a replica P90-like bullpup submachinegun, and 
after we opened it to remove the card — safely 
nestled inside with protective foam — we 
promptly shot everyone in the office with our 
death bullets. Fake ones, but hey, don’t incur 
our wrath! We were so amused by the case we 
took a video of it, which you can see online at 
www.atomicmpc.com.au/?229935. There 
was probably something else we had to... yes! 
There's a card to look at too. It’s quite powerful, 
we hear. Let's go do that, shall we? 


A 5970, Limited 


The card starts out with a modest enough aim at 
performance computing, and running 
under the hood are two RV870 
XT cores. Manufactured in 
the now-standard 40nm 
process, these each boast 
1600 stream processors for 
a combined total of 3200, 
and each has exclusive 
access to a huge 2GB of 
GDDR5 memory. Though 
not connected to the 
memory chips through as 
wide a connection as the 
competition from NVIDIA 
(Fermi uses a 384-bit 
memory bus), the RV870 
cores utilise a 256-bit memory 
bus that give plenty of bandwidth 
to the memory chips in all but the most 
extreme of circumstances. Large textures with 
high amounts of antialiasing shouldn’t be a 
problem for this beast. 
XFX take that formula, which every standard 
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5970 shares, and boost the core frequencies by 
125MHz to a factory of 850MHz, increasing the 
| performance by forcing the stream processors 
to compute at a higher rate. With higher clocks 
comes a higher heat load, which XFX manage 
through the introduction of a custom-designed, 
though still familiar heatsink. 

| It keeps the black plastic shroud that has 
been a mainstay of the 58xx series, though the 
intake fan has been relocated from its original 
position at the end of the card to take pride of 
place in the centre. Sitting between the two 
cores, this fan glows brightly with red LEDs, 
and makes a freaking annoying roar — from 


= Reference scores: XFX 5850 
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XFX 5970 B.E. Limited Ambient readings 


Load: 63°C Bigot 
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an idle of 75.8dBA that can only be classified 
as “alright, please just be quiet now” to a load 
that is effectively the same level of noise, this is 
nowhere near the pleasant 52.4dBA that the 


ASUS Ares managed to pull with the same tech. 


The B.E. Limited does manage to get some 
impressive temperatures from the card, though, 
and the roaring fan keeps temperatures to an 
impressive 32 degrees at idle while peaking at 
63. Memory chips are satisfyingly cooled by a 
custom aluminium heatsink that runs along the 
top ridge of the card, though it still becomes 
noticeably hot under load; and the entire card 
vents a lot of heat within the case. 


Load: 
76.3 dBA 


Frames per second 


Hot, noisy 
performance 


Like the gaping maw of a volcano, staring at the 
B.E while running is sure to singe an eyebrow 
or two, with performance high enough to cause 
some serious blistering. Of the three custom- 
designed 5970 cards we've looked at the XFX 
offering is fastest in both Crysis and 3DMark 
Vantage by six average frames a second and a 
thousand points respectively, though the lack 

of dedicated tessellation hardware means that 
performance in Heaven and our new Lost Planet 
2 benchmark suffers markedly. 

Still, it’s the first time XFX have tried its hand 
at a limited edition card, and noise aside they’ve 
put together a compelling package. It’s just a 
shame no-one will ever be able to find one! 

In the meantime, we'll be busy playing with 
our new toy. 


Bundle é 
Finally a product that 99 
fills this box with nines! ye f 


If you can find one and have money, 


it’s definitely worth it. 


+ Maximum Performance 
Read Up to 540MB/s 
Write Up to 480MB/s 
4KB Random Write: Up to 75,000 IOPS 


SandForce| 


| DRIVEN | 


Desktop SSD storage doesn’t need to be limited by the SATA 
interface. Using PCI-Express, the OCZ RevoDrive SSD eliminates the 
SATA bottleneck making it the fastest SSD on the market, delivering 


« Available in: 50GB — 480GB 


over 500MB/s reads and 75,000 OPS. Unlike the competition the q S 

RevoDrive is bootable and runs Windows plus essential applications ne : =. | 
to provide amore responsive PC experience compared to hard drives. ™ Te \ Vi, a. ) © | ibe L| S/S 
With an irresistible price tag, the RevoDrive is the ultimate wa amma sl a ne 
performance upgrade. Be BOOTABLE PCle SOLID STATE DRIVE 


The SandForce Driven™ Logo is a trademark of SandForce, Inc. 
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Street Price $330 Supplier MSI 

Website http://au.msi.com 

Specifications 783OMHz core; 30OOMHz memory 
(3600Mz effective); IS6O0MHz shader; GF104 ‘Fermi’ 
core; 336 CUDA Cores; IGB GDDR5; 256-bit memory 
interface; dual slot PCB with active cooling; dual 6-pin 
power connector 


Card info www.techpowerup.com/gpuz/5443p 


Wiz we first looked at the GTX460 in 
Issue 116, we immediately knew that 
NVIDIA was on a winner. The GF104 core, 
based on a heavily revised Fermi architecture, 
is like cracking open a cool can of drink on a 
sweltering day — and it’s certainly refreshing to 
see this design finally make the impact that was 
always promised. Not only does the GF104 live 
up to the original promises of Fermi, fulfilling 
both performance and price, but it also offers 

a flexibility in design that we haven't seen on 
amass scale for years; with no restrictions on 
hardware design, manufacturers are given 
effectively free reign to unleash whatever features 
they deem appropriate. 

MSI took those reigns and handed them over 
to the engineering department who, once given 
an unrestrained chance at designing a card, 
let fly with all their graphical know-how. This is 
immediately noticeable in the factory overclock 
seen in the HAWK, which has been boosted 
from the reference NVIDIA core clockspeed of 
675MHz to a whopping 780MHz, a guaranteed 
baseline increase of 105MHz. Though the 1GB 
of GDDR5 memory remains unchanged at a 
speed of SO0OMH2z, which is quad-pumped as 
an effect of the type of memory for an effective 
3600Mkz, it is connected to the GF104 core via 
a decently-thick 256-bit memory bus. 

The hierarchy of MSI cards places the HAWK 


MSI N460GTX HAWK Ambient readings 
Idle: 59.1dBA 
Load: 50°C Mats 


Idle: 30°C 


Unigine Heaven, FPS Tess — 18.6 


Unigine Heaven, FPS None -32.6 


MSI N460GTX HAWK. Gaming Benchmarks 


Min- 26.95 


Lost 


= Reference scores: XFX 5850 


atemic 
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model at 
the top, with 
the Cyclone in 
the middle, and a 
reference design 
as the entry-level. - \ 
This means that the : 
HAWK has all of MSI's 
features packed in, such 
as the custom eight-phase 
power delivery for the core, premium super- 
ferrite chokes (that are more precise than 
standard chokes), and voltage measurement 
points for the memory, core and PLL. 

It also means that the HAWK is endowed 
with MSI's top-end heatsink design, the eternally 
awkwardly-named Twin Frozr ll. This has proven 
to be a great dissipater of heat, which is drawn 
from the core by a large nickel-plated copper 
block, then removed from the block by four thick 
heatpipes, and taken from the heatpipes by a 
large amount of aluminium fins. Inset in these 
fins are two 8cm software-controllable fans, 
which work in tandem to keep temperatures 
under control. However, as an annoying side- 
effect of their slim design, they must work harder 
than a case fan to generate sufficient pressure to 
force air between the tightly-spaced heatsink fins, 
directly generating extra noise in the process. 

Temperatures are fantastic, beginning as low 


Load: 70.7 dBA Beare 


MSI N460GTX HAWK Synthetic Benchmarks 


3DMark Vantage - P18181 


Frames per second 


as 30 degrees Celsius and rising only 
twenty degrees to 50 under Crysis load. This 
was at the expense of peace and quiet, with 

the cooler humming at 59.1dBA at idle and a 
roaring 70.70BA at load. Thankfully the included 
overclocking software, Afterburner, can control 
fanspeed based on temperature, and we'd be 
happier running it a little hotter to save our ears. 

Performance was also nothing short of 
spectacular, and compared to even the GTX470 
the HAWK is very appealing. It lags behind in 
Crysis performance by a mere three average 
frames a second, 185 points in 3DMark 
Vantage and 1.9 frames in tessellated Heaven. 
Thanks to its high clockspeed the HAWK also 
managed 26.3fps in our new Lost Planet 2 DX11 
benchmark. 

Even better than its stock speed is its price; 
rocking in at less than $350, it’s slightly cheaper 
than budget GTX470 cards without demanding 
the higher model's huge power draw. A stock 
GTX460 is great, but if you’re looking to move 
up higher without overclocking yourself the 
HAWK is a great choice that guarantees speeds 
almost as high as the next step up, without the 
added cost or drawbacks. (&) JR 


Performance = 
Agreat stock overclock “ens 
that goes even further. 


Bundle 
Nothing else included. 


ALUMINUM PC CASE 


HAN LL G25 |egend V series 


ee eee The Extreme Speed of USB 3.0 at An Incredible Price Point 


—— 


ee 


PC-V2120 


Bay: 5.25" x5,(Can be convert to 3.5” internal x 3), S | LE N T 


3.5" internal x10 (Can be convert to 2.5” x 5), 2.5" internal x 2 
MIB: HPTX / E-ATX / ATX (Slide out M/B tray) 
Fan: 3 x 140mm, 2 x 120mm 
V/O Ports: USB 3.0 x 4/ E-SATAx 1 / HD Audio 
Dim.: 235 x 620 x 635mm (W, H, D) 
PCI: 11 Slots : 
Color: Silver / Black / All Black 


Slide out M/B tray “-— oui 


Patented Anti-vibration Patented tool-less 5.25” Patented tool-less cable Speed fan controller 
rubber ring suspension device mounting clamp 
HDD rack 


Extreme Power Supply 


ete =~ MAXIMA FORCE 
5: Optimized for PC Gamer & PC Enthusiasts 
| 


PC-V2120 


PS-A750GB 


* PS-A7S0GB BLUE LED FAN 


SILENT FORCE 


Free USB3.0 Upgrade 


Tuned for Best Silent Performance 


VO Port Kit Available Sees 
e atid esaltah ats 
Me | | pet PITSTOP T60 / T1 (ee 
‘| Test Bench ri wee 
S | D> AA 
PC-8N . ‘ | =H 1 9 LL 
Bay: 5.25" x 4, 3.5"x 1, ir ~ ea I hess eer 
3.5" internal x 3 ar er ; ¢ 
2.5" intemal x 1 ate 3) 
MB: ATX, MEATS PC-V352B PC-08 1 Ee: +? 
Fan: 2 x 120mm p Bay: 5.25” x 2, 3.5°x 1, Bay: 5.25” x1, 3.5’internal x6 | eR i a4 
Dim. 210 x 450 x 490 (W, H, D) | 3.5” internal x3 25"x1 [3 Meets 
MIB: M-ATX, Mini ITX MIB: Mini ITX { 
Fan: 2 x 120mm, 1 x 80mm Fan: 1 x 120mm, 1 x 140mm * — 
VO: USB3.0 x 2, E-SATA, HD Audio 1/0: USB3.0 x2, HD Audio T60 
Color: red / black / silver Color: red / black / silver 11 
2010 SPECIAL EDITION Bay: 5.25 X2,3.5°x3, 25°%2 
Bay: Sin obo x1, 3.5” internal x1 Me A MATS 
Dim.: 520 x 300 x 485mm Ca NEE oe: 
Vic: QLD: Coler-red'{ Black, siiver Optional: USB3.0 x2, E-SATA, HD Audio 
PCCG (03)9551 0889 www.pccasegear.com.au ToD One ae Le 
CPL (03)8542 8688 www.cpl.net.au SA: : Distributor 


Inside technology (03)9761 3022 
Scorpion Technology(03)8561 3200 www.scorptec.com.au Allneeds Computers (08)8211 8661 www.allneeds.com.au 


NSW Photech Computers (08)8349 4334 www.photech.com.au 
n mave.com was | mitton 
LK (O2)0748 0877 Manecoeed mules Austin Computer (08)8212 1656 www.austin.net.au : i 


Corecomputers (02)9621 2875 PLE Computers (08)9309 4771 www.ple.com.au 


AusPCMarket (02)9646 8000 www.auspcmarket.com.au 
Techbuy (02)9648 1818 www.techbuy.com.au 
IT Estate (02)9630 9630 www.itestate.com.au 


extreme technology distribution 


Bat aes www. mittoni.com.au 
Trinix Computers (08)9350 1600 www.trinix.com.au Melbourne Office: 1300 200 000 


TAS: 
Tas Principal (03)6334 6677 www.principalcomputers.com.au 


Sydney Office: 02 9646 3018 
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GAINWARD GTS450 GS GLH 


Like a bat out of... that burning place. 


Street Price $200 Supplier AustralialT 

Website www.australiait.com.au 

Specifications 930MHz core; IOOOMHz memory 
(4000MHz effective); I860MHz shader; GF106 ‘Fermi’ core; 
192 CUDA Cores; IGB GDDRS; 128-bit memory interface; dual 
slot PCB with active cooling; 6-pin power connector 


Card info www.techpowerup.com/gpuz/5xdm8 
Gallery www.atomicmpc.com.au/?231889 


We: gone Fermi mad this month, and 
alongside the original GF100 and GF104 
cores comes yet another variant: the GF106. 
Counterintuitively, the GF106 is the ultra-budget 
member of the family, and there have been a 
few things lost to get down to a sub-$200 price 
point. As we saw online (link above), the GF106 
core is a model that gives manufacturers free 
reign on board design, meaning that instead of 
a few choices at launch, there are many. What 
does Gainward decide to do? Clock the hell out 
of the card. 

Named in full as the ‘Gainward GTS450 
Golden Sample: Goes Like Hell Edition’, this 
card takes the reference NVIDIA core clock of 
783MHz and boosts it by 147Mhz, a whopping 
19 per cent speed increase that is guaranteed 
stable from the factory. Memory speeds get a 
boost as well, and have been raised 100MHz 
0 eke out a little more performance from the 
1GB of GDDR5 chips onboard. Sadly while this 
is indeed a high memory clockspeed, the bus 
connecting the chips to the GF106 core is a 
slight 128-bit wide, and is quite restrictive when 
loading large textures. 

Performance is also much lower than we had 
expected given the price point of the GF106 
card, which boasts only 192 CUDA processing 
cores; compared to the next model up, this 
is almost a halving. A benefit of this is a very 


Idle: 55.4 dBA 


Idle: 31°C 


noticeable 
reduction 
in power 
consumption, which 
peaks at a reference 
of 106W, and will 
translate into a cooler- 
running system compared to 

higher-end cards. 

Other Fermi architecture features such as the 
Polymorph and Raster engines remain, though 
they are tweaked slightly downwards to realise 
the lower processing capacity of the core. The 
GF106 core is roughly split into four general 
collections of CUDA cores, called Streaming 
Multiprocessors, of which the GTS450 contains 
the full complement. Any cards lower than the 
GTS450 will most likely use the same design, 
with one or two SMs disabled. 

With such a substantial overclock enabled 
from the factory, Gainward has designed its own 
cooler to take the higher-than-reference heat 
load and dissipate it efficiently - so much so 
that our sample idled at 31 degrees, and was 
barely noticeably warm. Load temperatures hit 
a whopping 71 degrees, and the delta of forty 
degrees shows the cooler design barely copes 
with the load. It’s based around a simple copper 
block, into which two heatpipes are embedded, 
which in turn take the heat to a series of 


Gainward GTS450 GS GLH Ambient readings 
Load: 57.1 dBA 


Load: 71°C Big/--14 


Gainward GTS450 GS GLH Synthetic Benchmarks 


Unigine Heaven, FPS Tess - 12.0 


Unigine Heaven, FPS None -20.6 


3DMark Vantage = P1I589 


Avg = 21.81 


= Reference scores: XFX 5850 
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Gainward GTS450 GS GLH Gaming Benchmarks 


Frames per second 


aluminium fins encased in a plastic shroud. 

An 80mm fan provides all the airflow needed, 
though due to its central location this means 
that some heat will escape within the case, 
rather than be exhausted externally. It's also only 
decently loud; idling at an ignorable 55.4dBA, 
but reaching a ‘notice-me’ 57.1dBA under load. 


Performance in games is ultimately where 


most will be interested, and sadly the GTS450 
simply isn’t what we were hoping for. Crysis pulls 
an unplayable 21.81fps on our High settings, 
with Lost Planet 2 similarly showing a lack of 
oomph. Though 3DMark scores appear to be on 
parity with the competition, the ATI 5770, once 
PhysX is taken into account it actually loses — 
and this is with the core overclocked to within an 
inch of its life. 


The GTS450 GLH isn’t so hot with games, but 


neither is it a great overclocker: we could only 
squeeze another three per cent from the card, 
returning P11850 points in 3DMark. Though it 
does come with a voucher for 25% off ‘Super 
Loiloscope’, a CUDA-accelerated video program, 
this isn’t enough value to make it an entirely 
appealing prospect. 


(sR 


Performance & ={e 9) | 
A great stock overclock |“ | 
can’t save this low-end card. | 


Bundle =p | 
A questionable inclusion, 70) 
but points for trying. | 


The GTS450 simply isn’t an 


enthusiast-level card. 


eN2iBe HARDWARE 


New Features, 


Thermaltake same Toughpowenr HT. 


epimers tated rans The New Toughpower HT series by 
Thermaltake offers users an advanced 
power supply solution, striking the perfect 
balance between reliability, efficiency and 
quality. With DC-to-DC volbage converter 
module, a 140mm cooling fan, S.PT Indicator, 
FanDelayCool function and 80 PLUS® Bronze 
a certification, the | TPH-575M, TPH- 675M, 
 TPH-775M and TPH- 75M are the ideal _ 
solutions for system builders and ” 
os aliby-minded e| thusiastis alike. ’ 


- 14cm silent fan 
+ Life Time Warranty » 
- Modular power cables \ 
- Support latest CPU and GPU _ é 
High efficiency circuit design, 
82 Plus hee co SS 


a 
! a . o i 5 @ Z 
. . | i bog Es 
- Single +12V rail _ 2 i 
- §.PT. indicator | 2 | 
Z 
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COOLING 


HARDWARE 


Thermalright Silver Arrow 


*twang* 


Street Price $105 Supplier Thermalright 
Website www.thermalright.com 


Specifications Dual tower heatsink; dual 440mm fans; 
1366, 1156, 775, AM2, AM3; 825g 


We: big fans of cooling gear at Atomic, 
and Thermalright heatsinks have been 
a mainstay in the Labs for quite some time. 
Their TRUE reigned at the top of the roost 

for many years with only a slight refresh, but 
Thermalright appear to think that the only way 
to improve — is to double. 

This ethos results in the Silver Arrow, a 
gigantic monster heatsink that is closer to two 
heatsinks, fused into one. Taking the shape 
of a U, four 8mm heatpipes run from tip to 
tip, dipping down at the centre to mate with a 
nickel-plated copper base. Heat is pulled up 
through the aluminium fins, and the two included 
vibration-dampened fans dissipate the thermal 
energy. The fans might not be our favourite 
colour, resembling a mix of dull grey and pasty 
green snot, but they generate only S6dBA each 


Stock 


3.6GHz @1.375V 


and are nigh-unnoticeable in a case. 

Unfortunately the deviation in 
form factor away from the TRUE 
affects installation, which we can only 
describe as ‘involved’. It starts with a 
backplate and motherboard mounting 
ring, secured with spacers inbetween, 
to which the heatsink is mounted, then 
screwed down to the ring with a bar 
that passes above the nickel-plated 
base. It’s then tensioned with an included 
custom tool, and the fans are added with 
clips and anti-vibration pads, where finally it’s 
complete — not exactly intuitive. 

Thermal performance isn’t as stellar as 
we'd hoped it would be, with the heatsink 
performing slightly worse at load than the 
CoollT Eco in our high-load overclocked 
torture tests. Re-mounting didn’t improve 
this somewhat average showing, nor did 
tensioning at various levels, though to its credit 
the noise level remained static throughout. 

It’s a decent choice for cooling, but due to 
its awkward installation process, immense size 
that makes motherboard choice a problem, 
and merely good performance, we suggest 
you look towards other high-end tower 
heatsinks. (( 2) JR 


CoollT Eco ALC. 


Once you go liquid, you never go... dry. Again. Uh... 


Street Price $105 Supplier Altech 
Website www.altech.com.au 
Specifications Self-enclosed liquid cooling loop; 


120mm radiator w/ fan; waterblock/pump; 1366, 
1156, 775, AM2, AM3 


We is wetter, performance is (generally) 


better... and it can (sometimes) be 

quieter. Unfortunately the cost of custom cooling 
loops can run into the hundreds of dollars, and 
the sheer amount of choice out there can make 
making an informed decision a tough one. That's 
where these units come in — self-contained, 
pre-assembled, and idiot-proof. Notorious in 
years past for providing worse performance than 
a stock heatsink, they’ve taken a turn for the 
better since the introduction of the Corsair H50, 
and CoollT has thrown its hat in the ring with the 
promise of cheaper water. 

Included with the Eco A.L.C. is everything 


needed to install and mount the unit; it 

even boasts conveniently pre-applied thermal 
paste on the copper waterblock. Simply 

attach the backplate behind the motherboard, 
whack the waterblock/pump unit onto the 
processor, and screw it down. Annoyingly the 
instructions say to get it finger-tight, but the 
plastic grips are too fiddly for large hands, so 
we used a screwdriver. After it’s attached, simply 
screw the radiator to the rear 120mm fan mount 
in your case, plug in both the pump and fan to a 
3-pin fan connector, and fire it up. 

Installation took five minutes, and once fired up 
there was a slight gurgling noise as the pump got 
going, but otherwise it remained at a constant 59 
decibels — noticeably loud in a case. Thankfully 
while temperatures weren't as good as the | 
competing Corsair H50, they’re still very nice. The 
Eco even remained stable under our overclocked 
and overvolted torture test, which pushed the thin 
radiator to the limit as it vented noticeably hot air. 

For a self-enclosed watercooling loop this 
is definitely one to consider, especially with its 
low price, though the benefits over traditional 
heatsinks are still questionable. © JR 


Overall 
Anicely performins 


STN WVNeiEey KEYBOARD / MOUSE 


ThermalTake Challenger Pro 


Another black and red entry into the gaming 
peripheral market from case-maker Thermal Take. 


Street Price $89 Supplier ThermalTake 
Website www.thermaltake.com.au 


Also annoyingly likable is 
the included fan. Sitting in a 
recess behind the keyboard, 
it can be plugged into the 
either side of the keys, or 


Specifications 10x macro keys; 6x multimedia keys; 2x 
USB 2.0; 2m cable; 1x 40mm cooling fan (yes... a fan). 


Seer there’s some science-type removed altogether. When on, 
guy who's developed a proof for the most __ it delivers a gentle flow of air 
perfect gaming colour ever. We're not sure of over sweaty fingers. 


the methodology, but a lot of gaming peripheral It seems bit of a gimmick, but in 
makers are buying into his results... that the practice it’s a real boon, especially 
colour gamers covet above all others is red. for long sessions in our Game Labs. 

And so, the ThermalTake Challenger Pro: a In terms of key performance, the stand out from the crowd. It’s 
full-size gaming keyboard in black and LED red. — Challenger Pro has a very stiff key action, and a competent keyboard, and if you like the look 
On the surface... it’s not an inspiring design. medium travel distance. It's not quite as crisp then it's a good choice. But considering you 
Despite taking a lot of same cues that our as the Microsoft X6, but nor is at as wishy can get the X6 for less... well, we know what 

beloved Microsoft X6 keyboard does, it comes washy as our Game Lab standard Lycosa. we'd rather hammer away on. (@:) DH 


out looking ever so slightly cheaper. The plastic | The keys don't feel all that solid, though, but 


is coarser, and a touch thinner, leading to a lot that's likely because the most important ones Ovecall 


more flex and a much noisier key motion. The —WASD - are designed to be removed. You Gloserté cheantandicheerrulsten 
red, too, seems watered down. can have normal black keys, or bright red ones. 
On the upside, though, there are some You know, in case you're half-blind. In terms 
very thoughtful touches. The cloth-wrapped of performance, it didn’t really impact our Kill 
USB cable is detatchable, and the board-side House playthrough time, but nor did it really add 
connector has a pull-proof channel running anything to the gaming experience — except for 
under the board. Great for gamers who travel that cool breeze. 
from LAN to LAN. Fan aside, the Challenger Pro doesn't really SERRE AMOS AS IT AUS 


Cooler Master Inferno 


A fullblooded assault on the gaming space, and CM’s 
most serious contender yet. 


Street Price $65 Supplier Cooler Master flooded with options: You can tune the 
Website www.coolermaster-usa.com f 
sensor for desktop or gaming use, set up 
Specifications 11 buttons (nine programmable); 4000 DPI three whole profiles, record and tweak macros 
sensor; IOOOHZ polling rate; 128kb onboard memory. and scripts, and play around with pretty much 
every facet of the mouse. There are five 
We said before that we were waiting on programmable DPI settings that can be 
future efforts in the gaming mouse space set for X and Y axes, real depth in the 


to see if Cooler Master was really dedicated to programming of the buttons — including the near a central point — we could get used it to it, but it’s 
cracking the market. And lo and behold, they’ve ubiquitous rapid-fire function — and you can even going to lead to uneven wear eventually. 
presented us with the Inferno. Oddly, it improves change the lighting. The Inferno’s a vast improvement from CM, and 
on everything we loved about the Storm (www. It's a tweaker'’s dream. Spend a bit of time is well worth investing in. It not quite knocks off 
atomicmpc.com.au/?166450), retaining the getting things just right and we daresay you can our fave mouse — the Microsoft X8 — but at $65 
niggles that held the Storm back from greatness. make of this mouse exactly what you want- even __ the Inferno’s a sound investment. (=) DH 

The design of the Inferno is a vast step forward. __ if you switch between vastly different game types, — = — : 
It's anear symmetrical shape that manages to like strategy and FPS. ene aan eet aera 
perfectly fit both right and left hands - amazing! Performance is just as solid. While a touch Overall 
It's matte black, with an array of metallic grills at heavier than we'd normally like, the Inferno A good choice that delivers a lot of 


i : bang for few. buck: 
the front, and more buttons than you can literally actually delivered quicker run-throughs of the a 


poke fingers at. There's a total of 11, and nine are = CoD4 killhouse level. You can even change DPI on 
programmable. Topping things off is a good length __ the fly with the mouse wheel, without resorting to 


of cloth-wrapped USB cable. Inferno software. It’s comfy, concise, and the only 
This is where the Inferno really starts to shine. thing that annoys is the slight bump in the mice 
Fire up the included software, and you're almost ‘feet’, meaning the entire mouse rocked around 
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MOUSE / RAID 


HARDWARE 


Arctic Cooling M571 


A cool looking mouse in white and grey, but the 
unique looks hide glaring flaws. 


Street Price $TBC Supplier Arctic Cooling 
Website www.arctic-cooling.com 


Specifications Laser; five buttons; 800,1600 and 
2400 DPI settings; removable weights (26gm) 


S7 the intarwebz for the M571 and 
you're likely to find a whole mess of 
computer parts with the serial number, but no 
mice. It looks as though we've gotten this latest 
piece of Arctic Cooling gear as a pre-release 
tester — it’s available OS, of course, but yet to 
cast its shadow on these shores. 

And what a portentous and evil shadow it 
casts. A shadow of almost pure... fail. 

On the surface, it looks benevolent enough. 
A white housing with silver highlights is 
certainly a nice change from the GRIMDARK 
black of most gaming mice. The only issue on 
that front is the worry that sweat and grime will 
dirty it up after only a short period of use. 

Especially in the Australian summer. 

The cable, which isn’t quite as long as we'd 
like (at only a single Editor's arm-span), is also 
white, and another grunge magnet. 

Arctic’s gone the ultra-ergonomic route, 
design-wise, with a moulded, right-handed grip 
grooved for your grippy pleasure. Unfortunately, 


not only will this annoy the cack- 
handers out there, but it pretty 
much annoys anyone whose hand 
is not the ideal size of the mouse. 

It's worth reminding you at this 
point, dear reader, that mouse reviewing 
is quite a personal thing - the M571 may 
well be the perfect shape for you. You might 
enjoy filthing up white mice. You might also like 
the performance that the M571 delivers... 

But we'd call you some kind of utter loon or 
baboon-like throwback. To your face (or muzzle). 

Or normal run-through the CoD4 killhouse 
level sits at around 19 seconds on a Razer 
Lachesis. The change-over to a new mouse 
usually sees a bit of an uptick, but the M571 
was ridiculous — it added 13 seconds to our 
time! After some major re-thinking of the way we 
naturally mouse, we got our time down to close 
enough, but at the cost of any real comfort. 

The issue is two-fold: firstly, the laser sensor 
on the M571 continues to track even when 
the mouse is lifted 10mm from your mousing 
surface. If you're like us, and pick up your 
mouse often for precise lateral movement, you'll 
be seeing your viewpoint skew madly across 
the screen. The second issue is the off-center 


positioning of the sensor; this takes a lot of 

time to get used to. To be honest... too much. 
Add to that painfully poor positioning of the 
triple-tap button, and this becomes a mouse we 


absolutely cannot recommend. (=) DH 


Overall 
Way too sensitive for 


HighPoint RocketRAID 640 


It’s RAID night in storageland. 


Street Price $200 Supplier Altech 
Website www.altech.com.au 


Specifications 4x SATA3.0 ports (20 via multiplier); 
supports RAIDO, 1,5, 10, JBOD; half-height; PCle 4x 


R*” cards are somewhat of a curiosity for 
most users, and it’s not a stretch to see 
why — look at most motherboards on the market 
today and you'll be greeted with more SATA2.0 
ports than seems useful in most cases, and 
more recently, a handful of SATAS.O ports are 
also making a showing. However rarely, there 
are times that you'll need more of something: 
whether that be more speed, more capacity, 

or more reliability. This card boasts the ability to 
grant these, at a cost of $200. We asked the 
question — is it worth it? 

On paper the RocketRAID certainly seems 
solid, offering two Marvell 88SE9128 SATA3.0 
controllers that are piped directly into the PCle 
bus via a PLX bridge chip. These controllers 
each have two ports, with four cables supplied, 
though up to twenty drives can be connected 
thanks to the inbuilt port multiplier which does for 


atemic 


SATA what a USB hub does for external devices. 
While total bandwidth is still limited to 6Gbps, 
or 6OOMB/s, this is enough for six mechanical 
drives before it becomes saturated, and it can 
auto-manage RAID in hardware if 
drives develop faults. 

To test its speed we 
connected a single OCZ 
Vertex 2 SSD, and though it 
runs on SATA2.0, the drive still returned 
lower-than-expected average reads of 
200.3MB/s, with a burst of 255.5MB/s, 
representing a drop of 30MB/s compared to a 
standard Intel ICHR10 southbridge. We threw 
another Vertex 2 at it in RAIDO and results 
were more impressive, returning an average of 
261.0MB/s reads with a burst of 368MB/s — this 
time S30MB/s higher than a single drive. 

This card wasn’t designed for such a small 
amount of drives however, and though we don’t 
have the volume of rotational media on-hand to 
test its full capacity (nor any SATA3.0 SSDs), this 


is a decent card that offers a lot of flexibility to the 


insane storage-hungry enthusiast. (>) JR 


SILVERSTONE" 


& 


Evolving the.benchmark 


Revolutionary 90 degree motherboard mounting from RAVEN RVO1 
Supports liquid cooling radiator mounting 

Motherboard back plate opening behind CPU area for quick cooler assembly 
Supports 11” wide ATX motherboard 

Highly flexible drive storage options with hot-swappable SATA adapter 


Rv2E = Eee 


Making a debut for the first time in a tower chassis;SilverStone’s own “Air Penetrator” 180mm fans are included i 
the RVO2-E for improved air intake efficiency and flexibility. 


8 - 


Three 180mm Air Penetrator fans 
for unprecedented cooling efficiency. 


Removable hard drive trays with 
hot-swap capability. 


www.silverstonetek.com 


Plugging SATAZ into PCle. 


Street Price $490 Supplier OCZ 
Website www.ocztechnology.com 


Specifications 120GB; dual 60GB SSD RAIDO; PCle 4x 


We we saw OCZ’s first offering in 

the PCle-based solid state storage 
space, we weren't overly impressed (www. 
atomicmpc.com.au/?172587); though it was 
certainly very fast, it didn’t quite offer the value 
for money that we had hoped. The RevoDrive 
is that value option we've been hanging out 
for since Computex earlier this year, and in 
many ways this is the best storage solution 

for a lot of users. 

First up is the cost, and for the almost-$500 
asking price you'll receive 120GB of storage 
space. Contained on a single PCB, the 
RevoDrive utilises what is effectively two 
separate 60GB SSDs, minus cases. The flash 
chips and their respective controllers are both 
present, hardwired into a RAID controller that 
manages the flow of data. The RevoDrive is 
configurable before booting into an operating 
system, though the default setting of RAIDO is 
generally fine for most users. 

A driver is required to use the RevoDrive 
as a boot drive, which can be installed from 
| a USB stick as Windows is installing, or 


\ 


ool) / PSL HARDWARE 


installed later 
if the RevoDrive 
is merely used as 
storage. 

Performance is 
great, and the PCle 4x 
slot bandwidth removes 
the bottleneck provided by 
the SATA2 bus — though the 
SSDs are still limited in that 
their Sandforce controllers are 
not natively designed to handle 
this added headroom. Average 
read speeds sit at a blistering 
305.2MB/s, with latencies at 0.1ms, and a oe 
huge burst of 475.2MB/s. | 

An unfortunate side-effect of the RAID 
design is that the RevoDrive loses out on TRIM 
support, meaning that when full the drive will 
be slower than fresh. Even if 110GB is used, 
10GB deleted and 20GB added again, the 
drive will be completely used up, reducing the 
average read speed to 257.8MB/s. 

This is still faster than a single SSD by itself, 


so we give a big stamp of approval to this 
drive, even though you sacrifice an expansion 


slot to use it. ((¢) JR 


Overall 
Fast, bootable solid state tech. 


Street Price $255 Supplier Altech 

Website www.altech.com.au 

Specifications Captive: 24-pin, 8-pin ATX, 4-pin 
ATX, 2x 6/8-pin PCle, 3x Molex, 3x SATA, Ix Floppy 
| Modular: 6x Molex (3, 3), 6x SATA (3, 3), 2x 6-pin 
PCle; 80+ Bronze certified 


A‘ has been producing power supplies 
with the best of them for many years, and 
it's not surprising for one of their units to be sent 
to Atomic for review — or even two, like the twin 
1200-watters we used with the Beast feature last 
Issue. However, it was definitely surprising when 
the 850W Signature model turned up: this power 
supply model is two and a half years old! But at 
least it’s still on the market, so one would imagine 
it does something right. 

The form factor is a pretty standard ATX design, 
though it’s slightly longer than some units. Cables 
are semi-modular, with a vast collection of plugs 
for internal peripherals, all sleeved in a quality wrap 
with ferrite beads at each end to reduce DC line 
noise. Indeed there are only four PCle connectors 
for a maximum of two high-end cards, though the 
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~ Antec Signature SG-850 


Not quite the latest from Antec. 


four 22A 12V rails should be plenty to power 
nigh-on anything thrown at the unit; 
rated at 50°C, so it’ll be reliable ina 
case environment. 

Though there is initially a little dip 
in the 12V line to 11.966V at idle, and 
it wavers only slightly to 12.277V at 
load, it has been surpassed by more 
recent power supply models. The 
Bronze efficiency rating means that the 
unit also becomes noticeably warm 
under load, with the small 80mm fan 
generating a noise level of 56.3dBA in 
an attempt to manage the heat. Not particularly 
loud, but not silent either. 

The most disappointing aspect of the SG-850 | 
is its price, however. At $255, it's $50 more than | 
the XFX 850W Black Edition, and its performance 
is lower. The Antec unit also loses out on noise 
and fan diameter, making it hard to recommend. 
It's not a bad unit - and indeed two years ago it 
would’ve been great — but it’s simply showing its 
age. One to avoid, unless you happen to like the 
colour... (@) JR 


Overall 


A decent unit, but it’s 
surpassed i 


anz_support@kingston.com 
Technical Support Hotline: 1800-353-916, 1800-620-569 
kingston.com/anz 

“tzu SGS__©2010 Kingston Technology Corporation. Alll rights reserved. 


" Avra 


LOVO 


LOW VOLTAGE 


World's First & Fastest Low-Voltage 
Performance Memory 


Kingston’s brand new HyperX LoVo series is designed as an energy-saving memory module 
that consumes 10%-15% less power in comparison to standard DDR3 memory modules. 

While it operates at a lower voltage, it is able to achieve a higher performance. Even if you are 
using a small form factor PC, HyperX LoVo maximizes your PC performance at the same time 
saving energy and reducing carbon emission. 


Authorized Avnet Australia Pty. Ltd. | Ingram Micro Australia | Simms International Pty. Ltd. | Synnex Australia Pty. Ltd. 
Distributors: Tel. 1300-784-222 Tel. 1300-651-124 Tel. 1800-800-703 Tel. 1300-100-100 
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Altech NRG Frost i5 


Little box of blue. 


ice $1699 Supplier Altech 
www.altech.com.au 

ications Intel Core iS 760 (2.8GHz, 8MB); 
Falgon CNPS8000A heatsink; GIGABYTE H55N- 
USB3; 2x2GB Corsair DDR3 IGOOMHz; ITB HDD; 
Slim DVDRW; NVIDIA GTX460 (336 Cores, 10O24MB 
GDDR5@128-bit); SilverStone SGO5; Blue LED light 
strips; Windows 7 HP x64. 


Ss" form factor systems used to be cute. 
hey used to be those quaint little boxes 
that would be stuck behind some billboard 
screen, or tucked inside an ATM, or powering 
a fast food register. Slowly they evolved from 
humble beginnings — though you'll still find 
primate SFF systems in the usual places — and 
today the barriers of entry to the small-sized 
high-powered computing world are placed low 
enough to limbo under. 


Blow up, or suck up? 


The whole system is cooled by a single 
180mm fan, naturally pointed inwards 

to the case, forcing the air out the vents 
in the side. Though this provides good 
processor cooling (being located directly 
underneath the fan), it starves the 
graphics card of easy airflow and makes 
its fan spin harder to be cool; requiring a 
69 per cent speed to be at 63 degrees, 
generating 70dBA. We flipped the fan 
around, drawing hot air from within 

the case and venting upwards, which 
dropped temps to 59 degrees, the speed 
to 63 per cent and the noise to 67dBA — 
though processor heat at load increased 
by 12 degrees! If you prefer low noise 
then feel free to swap the fan around; but | 
for overclocking and performance we 
suggest you leave it alone. 


Such is the system that 
Altech sent us: the NRG 
Frost i5. Inside its ITX-sized 
frame are some serious 
computing componenis that 
nail the Frost determinedly 
to the enthusiast post. The 
SilverStone SGO5 is the 
case of choice here, a 
basic cube shape that 
packs an internal GOOW 
PSU, plenty of power for 
any future upgrades. This is 
unintuitively located at the 
front of the chassis behind 
the fascia, and though the 
power cable connects at the 
rear of the case, it’s passed 
internally via an extension 
cable to the unit itself. 

The middle of the case boasts the teensy 
GIGABYTE H55N-USB3 motherboard and Intel 
Core i5 760 processor, cooled by a decent-but- 
not-astounding Zalman CNPS8000A heatsink. 


There’s plenty of speed for most computing tasks, 


and the 4GB of DDR should be enough room 
for any program likely to be run. Rounding out 
the specs is a single NVIDIA GTX460 card, which 
is factory overclocked to 725MHz. It’s a nice 
mid-range balance of components that neither 
surprises nor causes worry, with the two included 
blue LED strips giving it a touch of gamer flair. 
Gaming performance is exactly where we 
would expect it to be, given the specifications, 
and the Frost has just enough grunt to play 
Crysis on High settings. With game settings 
tweaked it’s not a stretch to see this as a 
seriously portable LANning rig. It returns a 
P16222 in 3DMark Vantage, a respectable result, 
though the Frost doesn’t have enough power to 
run Lost Planet 2 at our settings, chugging along 


atemic 


at 23.8 frames per second. 

Performance isn’t the be-all and end-all, 
however, and the Frost has a few annoying 
quirks. The first of these is the 1TB hard drive, 
which causes the entire system to vibrate 
when being accessed — and the desk below 
in the process. We noticed a lot of heat being 
generated by the power supply when under 
load, causing the fascia to become noticeably 
warm, and the single 180mm Air Penetrator 
fan mounted to the top of the case isn’t 
powerful enough to get enough air in to cool the 
entire system. It's also quite intricately cabled 
inside; though mismatching SATA cables and 
multicoloured power supply cables do detract 
from what would otherwise be a neat build. 

In all the Frost presents good value in a small 
space, and if you can live with the vibration and 
noise, it’s worth a look-in. (:) JR 


Performance = 
It's anicely performing ~ am ={e eg 
midrange system. sid 


Value = | — | 
Not bad at all. (= ed 
Features 


Barring ITX, it’s a 
Bente system. 
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and Blackwidow 


In the second part of our exclusive Razer interview, we learn all about the awesome 
new Onza Xbox controller, and the most epic keyboard ever made. 


Razer: 


azer doesn’t like to make endless iterations 

of its products, churning out small updates, 
and that’s no truer than with its keyboard range. 
There have only been a few different models 
released in about a decade, so any time Razer 
figures it’s time to do something different, it's 
probably worth paying attention to. And, boyy, is it 
worth paying attention to the Blackwidow. 

Razer’s Chief of Products, Chris Mitchell — 
who we met and interviewed at GamesCom in 
Germany — is very excited about the new board. 

“We've been working on this for over three 
years,” he told us, and then had a laugh. “In fact, 
it started being worked on way before | even 
started with the company!” 

In that time, it went through a number of 
design stages — the simplest being the actual 
design of the housing, and the keyboard's 
whole aesthetic feel. In other words, it’s a classic 
Razer design — sleek, black, with a mess of LED 
lighting and gamer flourishes. What took up the 
bulk of the design process, and many, almost 
endless, iterations, was the mechanical keys. 

“From a design perspective we were done with 
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it relatively quickly,” Chris said, “but the keys 
themselves, and their mechanical aspect... 
there were just So many mechanical 
options to choose from, something like a 
million small aspects to choose from 
to make the keys just right.” 

In fact, it turns out making a 
keyboard at this level is pretty 
damn complex. “There's 
the key switches you 
can choose from, and 
the way you can build 
them all together. There’s 
actuation force to take into 
account, the release and 
actuation points to take into 
account, travel distance...” it really is bewildering 
when you think about it. “And ultimately it all 
comes down whether or not a user says ‘this 
feels good’ or ‘this feels bad’.” 

But like all of Razer’s products, there’s an 
intense user testing phase to make sure that 
customers will generally walk away saying the 
former (even though Razer gear isn’t actually our 
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first choice, it's very popular with our readers). 

“The whole point of the Blackwidow is that it 
gives users and gamers as much feedback as 
possible when they’re playing. For the longest 
time we knew that we wanted each key to have 
a proper click; this is the first gaming keyboard 
with that clicky kind of tactile feedback.” 

Even more importantly, while there are other 
mechanical gaming keyboards on the market, 
the Blackwidow features about the lightest 
actuation force — the force need to press a key 

— of the bunch. “We've basically got everything 
right on this one. It’s only a 50gm force for 
actuation, we’ve got a good travel distance, 
we've got that feedback — there’s no other 
keyboard that has all of that. 

“Not everyone's going to like that, of course.” 

The odd thing, however, is that our demo of 
the keyboard left us feeling insanely positive 
about the product. We've not had a chance for 
a full review, of course (we were fighting off Euro- 
trash just to have a five minute test of the thing!), 
but our basic view can be best summed up as 
simply... awesome. It’s going to suck to type on 
for any length of time, but as a gaming device, 
there's simply no keyboard that compares to it. 
Chris was keen to show off the other features — 
the macro functions, the ten profiles, and all the 
rest, but really, it’s all about that delicious sense 
of feedback. For an RTS player, and especially 
for serious MMO fans, this is going to be an 
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essential purchase. 
As Chris said, 

however, it’s horses for 

courses. “There are a lot 

of games where you're going 

to bottom out the keys, so it’s not 

that important for good feedback,” he admitted. 

“EPS games are like that, as you'll bottom out 
WASD all the time.” ‘Bottoming out’ refers to 
pressing a key to its full travel distance. 

“But,” Chris went on to say, “if you’re an RTS 
gamer like me, a more tactile sensation is very 
important because you're using more keys 
more quickly. The Blackwidow’s still going to 
be a good choice for an FPS gamer — but other 
gamers will get even more.” 

We were still curious about that testing phase 
though, and so we asked Chris what that phase 
of the keyboard’s development was like. We 
asked innocently enough, but it must have been 
barrels of fun, because he pulled a hell of a face! 

“| shouldn't say this... but it was so tedious!” 
He laughed though, so at least he has a sense 
of humour about it. “We built different 
versions of the board, with different 
switches and actuation points, 
and labelled them so no one 
could tell which one was which.” 
A blind keyboard test, in other 
words. “We also built boards 
with different actuation weights 
on different keys, so we could 
find out what keys needed to be 
heavier or lighter.” 

“We tested it with hardcore 
gamers, casual gamers... even with 
people just typing on it, who aren't 
gamers,” he told us. “That was actually 
really tough — there aren’t any non- 
gamers in our office! Thankfully we 
have accountants for that.” 
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Onza, mate! 
We're also keenly excited 
about Razer’s first effort at 
aconsole controller, the Onza. 
It’s been a long time since Razer 
ast worked with Microsoft, but the 
fruits of this latest collaboration are already 
ripe and tasty. Sadly, while we did get to 
jovingly fondle the Onza, we couldn’t test it 

on an actual game. That said, it feels much 
comfier than the standard controller; however, 
it’s the added features that Razer’s engineered 
hat really intrigue. Namely, the customisable 
thumb sticks and programmable buttons. 

“We always try to be the first to market with 
something,” Chris told us when we talked about 
the crowded controller market, “but in this case 
we think getting a superior product to market is 
more important.” Given 
the amount of budget 
console peripherals 
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a gamer can get, that seems pretty fair. 
There are two Onza models, and thankfully 
we got to play with the Tournament model. 
Under the top of each thumb button is a 
cunningly-placed dial. Turn it one way, and the 
stick becomes tighter. Turn it the other way, and 
its motion loosens. “So if you want to play a 
racing game,” Chris said, “you can dial it up 
for a superior feedback on cornering.” Or, if 
you want quicker reactions in something like 
Halo, loosen the dial for higher response. 
Impressively, it only takes a few seconds to 
twist the dials in and out, so it might even 
be possible to change things on the fly, 
for games where you can get about on 
foot and in vehicles. 

Our favourite Onza feature, however, 
are two extra programmable shoulder 
buttons. Using two keys under the 
controller you can re-map any other 
key to the shoulder buttons. It’s a great 

idea, and we found ourselves immediately 
working out the best remaps for quicker 
reloading in Red Dead Redemption, or faster 
melee in the Halo games. We even like the cable 
—a full four-meter, cloth-wrapped black piece of 
connecting awesomeness. 

It's odd — we feel slightly dirty for feeling so 
positive about this new Razer gear, but it really 
feels as though the Razer team has levelled up in 
a huge way. The new stuff is more elegant, better 
made, and has far more interesting features 
than ever before. And we'll admit - the team’s 
passion is kind of contagious. Regardless, we're 
very much looking forward to some serious 
review time with all the new gear. 

Keep an eye out! ) DH 
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for the ages 


Antony Leather beats around the 
bush to find the box for your next rig. 


ow much money should you spend on a case? This 

can be a tricky question, but it’s an important one 

given the huge range of cases currently on offer. To 

make this decision easier, it’s helpful to have some 
information about the cases you’re considering. First and foremost, 
how well does it cool your hardware? Unfortunately, performance 
hardware isn’t getting any easier to cool, with current graphics 
cards and CPUs having the highest TDPs to date. 

It therefore pays dividends to invest in a case that has great 
cooling, as your hardware will almost certainly live a longer 
and more stable life. Thankfully, we’ve seen some marked 
improvements in case design and the size of fans used over the 
years, as manufacturers do battle with heat. Gone are the days of 
80mm and 92mm fans being the primary air shifters. Even 120mm 
fans have been cast aside in a few of the cases we've looked at in 
our testing. Many cases now include numerous 140mm, 180mm 
and even 200mm fans in an attempt to shift as much air as 
possible while keeping noise levels to a minimum. 

Features are also valuable assets, and inflate the score; for 
example, tool-less drive bays, fan control and well-designed 
cable-routeing holes can mean that using the case is a much 
more pleasant experience. You might also want to consider how 
attractive a case is. After all, if you find it as appealing to look at as 
a shopping trolley then it would pay to shop around for something 
more up your street. If it lacks desirable features such as a side 
window, these will only cost more to install at a later date. 

As for cold hard cash, it’s worth considering how much 
you spend on other hardware, such as graphics cards. You 
might spend $350 or more every couple of years for a boost to 
your frame rates, but few of us spend this amount on a case. 
Considering that a good case will house your precious hardware 
for five or even ten years, it makes sense to invest in something 
decent to start with. 

Everyone's budget is different, though, so to cater for all sizes 
of wallet, we’ve selected some brand-new cases to find out which 
ones are worthy of sitting under your desk for the next decade, 
and which ones should be left in the store. 


Feature Table 
= AntecDarkFleet Cooler Master Enermax Staray LianLiPC-B25S —— LianLiPC-8FIR NZXT Phantom SilverStone Raven 
| DF-85 HAF X RVO2 


Price $220 $250 $65 $250 $360 $195 $190 
Dimensions (mm) 213 x 505 x 577 230 x 590 x 550 485 x 185 x 420 210 x 497 x 545 210 x 490 x 460 222 x 623 x 541 212 x 643 x 503 
(WxDxH) 
Primary materials Steel Steel Steel Aluminium Aluminium Steel Steel 
Available colours Black Black Black Black Black, Silver, Red Red/Black/White Black 
Weight (kg) 11 16 7.54 7.2 5.85 11 12.5 
Features 
1/0 ports 1x USB3 2xUSB3 2x USB 2 2xUSB3 2xUSB3 2x USB 2 2xUSB2 
3xUSB2 2xUSB2 1x eSATA 1x eSATA 1 x eSATA 
2 x FireWire 
1x eSATA 
Audio Microphone, Microphone, Microphone, Microphone, Microphone, Microphone, Microphone, 
speakers speakers speakers speakers speakers speakers speakers 
Supported Micro-ATX, ATX Micro-ATX, ATX, Micro-ATX, ATX Micro-ATX, ATX Micro-ATX, ATX Micro-ATX, ATX, Micro-ATX, ATX, 
motherboards E-ATX E-ATX SSI CEB 
Removable x x x x x x x 
motherboard tray 
External5.25inbays | 3 6 4 3 3 5 5 (8 without 3.5in 
hard disk installed) 
External/internal 1/1 0/2 0/0 0/0 0/0 0/7 0/1 
2.5in bays 
External/internal 0/9 0/5 1/6 1 (using 5.25in 1 (using 5.25in 0/7 0/3 
3.5in bays adaptor) / 6 adaptor) /6 
Number of backplates | 7 9 7 8 8 7 
Side pane! viewing v v x x v x Vv 
window 
Lockable side panel x x x x x x x 
PSU hay length 322mm 345mm 305mm 305mm 305mm 248mm 315mm 
Extras x 5.25in to 2.5in x Rear air duct x x x 
bay adaptor, case 
wheels 
Cooling 
Intake fans 3x 120mm front 1 x 230mm front 1 x 120mm front 2 x 120mm front 2 x 120mm front 2 x 120mm side 3 x 180mm bottom 
1 x 200mm side 
Exhaust Fans 2 x 120mm rear, 1x 140mm rear 1 x 120mm rear 1x 120mm rear 1 x 120mm rear 1 x 120mm top 
2 x 140mm top 1 x 200mm top 1 x 140mm top 1 x 140mm top 2 x 200mm top 
Spare fan mounts 1x 120mm side 1 x 120mm VGA 2 x 12/140mm side | N/A N/A 1 x 140mm front N/A 
1 x 80mm bracket | 1 x 120mm rear 
1 x 200mm top 
Fan controller x 
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he most important function of any case 
is to keep your hardware cool. This 
is a particular problem if you use your PC 
for demanding tasks such as gaming, 
benchmarking or rendering, especially during 
the sweltering summer months. 

To give the cases we reviewed a good 
workout, we updated our test kit to include an 
ATI Radeon HD 5870 2GB Eyefinity 6 graphics 
card and an Intel Core i7 870 CPU, which has 
been overclocked from 2.938GHz to 3.4GHz 
using a vCore of 1.305V and a CPU PLL of 
|| 4.9V. While this is a modest overclock, our 
|| test kit will soend most of its life under high 
load, so we're aiming for stability over sheer 
speed. More importantly, some of the poorer- 
performing cases topped a CPU temperature 
of 80°C, so even this overclock will prove to be 
too much for some cases. 
| The CPU is cooled by a Gelid Tranquillo 
|| CPU cooler with a Noctua NF-S12B ULN 
|| 120mm fan. The NF-S12B ULN is a low airflow 
fan, so it will highlight cases with poor cooling 
| for the CPU. We also locked the fan speed on 
the graphics card to 30 per cent. The reason 


How We Tested 


control interfering with the results, making 
them inconsistent. After all, we're interested in 
how well the cases on test are able to provide 
your graphics card with cool air, rather than 
how well the cooler on the HD 5870 2GB 
Eyefinity 6 graphics card works. After some 
experimentation, 30 per cent proved to be fast 
enough to keep the graphics card cool enough 
in poorly performing cases, while giving better 
cases the chance to shine. 

We recorded the temperature of the CPU 
using RealTemp, noting the temperature of 
the hottest core, and used GPU-Z to log the 
temperature of the graphics card. 

Having recorded the ambient temperature 
in front of the main air intake of each case, we 
were then able to calculate the delta T, the 
difference between the ambient temperature of 
the Labs and the ternperature of the hardware. 
As we don't test in a temperature-controlled 
room, this allows for small changes in ambient 
air temperature. 

To load the system, we used a combination 
of the Canyon Flight benchmark in 3DMark06 
and the smallfft test in Prime 95. We then 


minutes or until the temperatures plateaued | 
and recorded the highest temperature in the 
log files. The combined test represents a 
worst-case scenario, with both the CPU and 
graphics card under sustained high load. 

The Cooling score represents the delta T of 
both the CPU and graphics card in relation to | 
the other cases on test. The Features score 1 
represents the number and type of fan mounts, | 
along with thoughtful inclusions such as dust | 
filters, side windows and fan control. The 
Design score reflects how well the case has || 
been made in terms of build quality and ease | 
of use, while the Value score is the result of a | 
calculation involving all these scores divided | 
by the price. The Overall score is a weighted | 
combination of the Cooling, Features, Design | 
and Value scores. 

Leaving testing for a moment, it’s also 
worth noting that this is not the be-all, end-all 
list of cases on the market. However, getting || 
them all at once can be a chore. Just last | 
issue we reviewed the Thermaltake V9 Blacx | 
and Aerocool BX-500, while in issue 116 we 
looked at the Lian LI PC-A77F and NZXT | 
Tempest Evo. | 


for this is to prevent the automatic speed looped/ran each test for a minimum of 30 | 
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(© Results sorted by CPU delta T ©) (Results sorted by GPU delta T ©) 
hen 38 43 Cooler Master HAF X 
os =z a 
NZXTPhantom 39 46 ea 
ae 40) 47 Maan 
Cooler Master HAF X 36 48 Ri ite 
aes 0) 48 ee 
Lian LiPC-B25S 42, 50 Lian LiPC-B25S 
Lian LiPC-8FIR 42 50 Lian LiPC-8FIR 
Enermax Staray 46) 6! Enermax Staray 


°C (lower is better) 
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2010 FLAGSHIP CHASSIS - HAF X 
ADVANCED ARMOURED WARFARE 


As gameplay intensifies and the stakes get higher, any advantage makes a difference. This is why top-notch hardware requires a top-of-the-line 
chassis for maximum. performance. HAF X fits the equation with unsurpassed airflow thanks to a meshed design, massive case cooling fans and a 
dedicated air duct for graphics cooling. It also features unmatched expandability with up to nine PCI-E slots, enough room for most XL-ATX boards 
and ability to install an internal radiator. With the inclusion of SATA docks and USB 3.0 compatibility, HAF X is in a class by itself. 


www.coolermaster.com.au 


NSW _ ARC Computer 02 9748 8322 

Aus PC Market 02 9646 8088 

Premium Resellers Capitol Computer 02 9281 8890 
VIC Computers & Parts Land 03 8542 8688 www.cpl.net.au Tech Buy 02 9648 1818 
Centre Com 1300 007 600 www.centrecom.com.au MSY Technology 02 9648 4116 


MSY Technology Pty. Ltd. 03 9560 2288 www.msy.com.au SA Adrenalin Computers & Software 08 8410 0777 
Scorpion Technology 1300 726 770 www.scorptec.com.au IT4US Computers & Media 08 8231 7588 


www.arc.com.au 
www.auspcmarket.com.au 
www.capitolcomputer.com.au 
www.techbuy.com.au 
www.msy.com.au 


www.adrenalin.net.au 
www. itforus.com.au 


QLD Computer Alliance 07 3421 3200 
Game Dude Computers 07 3387 1500 
MSY Technology 07 3217 9070 
Umart Online 07 3369 3928 


Austin Computers 08 9201 2788 
MSY Technology 08 9344 1002 
YNOT Computer Systems 08 9330 7666 
Netplus Micro Computers 08 9242 7288 


www.computeralliance.com.au 
www.gamedude.com.au 
www.msy.com.au 
www.umart.com.au 


www.austin.net.au/index.asp 
www.msy.com.au 
www.ycs.net.au 
www.netplus.com.au 


Enermax Staray 


A star well past its prime. 


Street Price $65 | 
Manufacturer Www.enermax.com 
The Enermax Staray is the lowest-priced case 
in this Head2Head by quite a margin — the 
second cheapest is the SilverStone Raven 
RVO2, which retails for nearly three times the 
price. At just $65 the Staray is understandably 
very basic. The inside is bare grey steel with 
ano-frills approach to features; there are no 
cable-routing holes or fan controllers. There’s 
an Enermax Apollish 120mm intake fan in 
the front of the Staray but this is the only fan 
included, with no exhaust provided for the 
high-intensity heat of the system components. 
Despite its low price, the Staray is solidly built 
from good-quality steel, so it doesn’t flex and 
bend like a lot of cheap cases. 

The Staray does have tool-less clips for 
the six 3.5in and four 5.25in drive bays, 
however, and an expansion port clamp, 
which managed to secure our 5870 without 
much messing around. The PSU bay is in its 
traditional location at the top of the case — the 
only case in recent memory that positions the 
bay here. This is just as well, as aside from the 
graphics card, the Staray relies solely on the 
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bucks — especially to the manufacturer of the 
fans — and a rear exhaust fan would make the 
Staray perform much better. 
The Staray feels solid, well made and is 

even quite attractive, with a glossy black fascia 
surrounding vented bay covers. There are also 
large, side-mounted power and reset buttons. 
Between these are two USB 2 ports, along with 
microphone and headphone jacks, and a switch 


PSU to exhaust hot air. 

There's a 120mm fan mount in the rear 
that’s compatible with 92mm and 80mm fans, 
and two 140mm fan mounts in the side panel, 
each of which is compatible with 120mm 
fans. While we appreciate that Enermax’s 
awesomely gaudy Apollish fans cost upwards 
of $20 each, and filling the other fan mounts 
would cost more than the price of the Staray 


which was the Cooler Master HAF X. 

Cooling certainly isn’t the Staray’s strong 
point, and considering that our tests were 
carried out in a sub-25°C air-conditioned lab, 
we have serious concerns about using it in 
its out-of-the-box state to cool anything more 
than a budget system, never mind a high-end 


itself, cheap fans only cost a few 


f : than the best performing case, t 


that can toggle the bright red LEDs on the 
included Apollish 120mm fan. 
When powered up, the Staray 
is extremely quiet but then 
you’d expect that with just 
one 120mm fan whirring away. 

Noi that we're surprised, 
but the Staray didn’t provide 
good cooling, and produced 
some preity dire results for 
both the CPU and GPU. It 
managed a CPU delta T of 
61°C, which makes it hotter 
than a toaster oven in a forest 
fire. The CPU topped out at 
an absolute temperature of 
84°C, and though the Staray 
didn’t put our hardware at 
excessive risk, our test kit had 
only a piddling overclock. 

It fared no better at cooling 
the graphics card either; again, 
it was a toasty 10°C hotter 


system in a small, stuffy room on a hot day. 
Though you can technically add it, having no 
exhaust fan and relying on the PSU to expel 
hot air from the case is just not on these days, 
even for a mid-range system. 

Given that our PSU became very hot while 
we were putting the Staray through its paces, 
we'd strongly suggest investing in more 
fans. PSU fans already have their work cut 
out, and PSUs drop more in efficiency and 
stability the hotter they run. While the Staray 
is sturdy and not bad-looking, we really can’t 
recommend it in its default configuration — 
and it could cost you more in the long run if it 
bakes your tech into an early grave. 


Overall 
The Staray might becheap, but it — 
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Lian Li PC-8FIR 


Street Price $360 

Manufacturer wwwa.lian-li.com | 
We managed to obtain two Lian Li cases to 
include in this Labs test. The PC-8FIR is the 
larger of the two cases, although it features 
the same precisely machined parts as used 
in the PC-B25S (see opposite). However 
good the build quality of the PC-8FIR is, the 
colour is a little. . pink. Few of us managed 
to overcome the pinkish-red finish, so it’s 
fortunate that the PC-8FIR is also available in 
black and silver. 

On the top of the case are headphone and 
microphone jacks, an eSATA port and two 
USB 3 ports. The latter are great inclusions, 
as USB 3 devices are beginning to trickle 
onto the market, and in a year or two, these 
ports will be useful. This is included through 
a pass-through extension cable that passes 
through an expansion slot. 

The biggest hurdle — in fact, it’s more of a 
three-storey building — is the price. At $360, 
the PC-8FIR is the most expensive case in 
this bunch, and apart from a questionable 
colour scheme and a side window in the 
shape of an eight-legged creepy crawly, it 
Offers little over and above the PC-B25S. 

It has the same tool-free expansion slot 
mechanism, which has been colour-coded to 
match the case. This works brilliantly, to the 
extent that we find the thought of having to 
use screws again very unappealing. 

The PC-8FIR also has the same three 
tool-free 5.25in bays, with clips securing the 
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optical drive in place and rubber pins to hold 
your hard disk in one of the six 3.5in drive bays. 
The 3.5in drive cage caused difficulties when we 
tried to install our 5870, as it’s very close to the 
end of the graphics card. However, as with many 
Lian Li cases, the 3.5in drive cage is removable, 
so larger graphics cards can be installed. 

Unfortunately, the fan spacing doesn’t allow 
for the fitting of a dual 120mm-fan radiator, 
although it might be possible with a little 
dremeling. 

There's another 120mm fan 
at the rear of the PC-8FIR and 
a 140mm fan mount in the roof. 
Considering the price of the PC- 
| 8FIR, it’s daylight robbery that Lian 
Li didn’t include a 140mm fan, but 
at least the hole for the fan is fitted 
with a removable plate that lines up 
perfectly with the rest of the roof 
panel. However, this is a bittersweet 
addition, as we’d much prefer 
an actual fan. The case's cooling 
| ability is further put in doubt by 
the PSU bay at the bottom of the 
case, removing that as an effective 
exhaust. 

While the PSU mounts are 
coated with rubber to reduce 
vibrations, the vents beneath the 
PSU are angled at 90 degrees 
away from the bottom of the case, 
so your PSU will struggle to obtain 


‘different’ into ‘appealing’, the PC-8FIR fails in 


holes at the rear of the case allow for the 
PSU to be mounted with the fan facing 
upwards, but this is still poor design. 

With an almost identical layout to that 
of the PC-B25S, it came as little surprise 
that the PC-8FIR returned identical cooling 
results. It managed a CPU delta T of 50°C 
and a GPU delta T of 42°C, neither of which 
is spectacular. As a result it’s not very 
competitive, with the CPU running 8°C hotter 
than the PC-B25S, which is the next most 
expensive case at $250. 

Painting your case and adding a unique 
side window design can be expensive. 
However, this isn’t really a reason for case 
manufacturers to do it for you, since everyone 
has different tastes. The PC-8FIR is too pink 
for our liking, but this is usually the result 
when applying red anodising to bare metal. 
The PC-8FIR feels more like a themed case 
than a standard retail model and, while cases 
such as the NZXT Phantom managed to turn 
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Two by two, rings of blue. 


Street Price $250 | 
Manufacturer www.lian-li.com 

In terms of build quality, Lian Li cases never 
fail to impress. Sticking with its formal 

naming scheme, the PC-B25S ‘Blue ring’ is 
no exception, and despite having a bland 
exterior, the interior is fit for a king. In fact, 

it’s possible to build an entire PC inside with 
absolutely no need for any tools. 

Unlike cheaper aluminium cases, the PC- 
B25S has sturdy side panels — Rolf Harris 
would find it hard to produce any wobbling 
sounds with one of these babies. Thanks to 
its all-aluminium construction, the PC-B25S 
is extremely light, weighing just 7.2kg — less 
than half the weight of the Cooler Master 
HAF X. The outside of the case is finished 
in gorgeous black, anodised brushed 
aluminium, and the front panel features a 
circular cut-out that’s illuminated with a subtle 
blue LED. 

The inside is predominantly bare brushed 
aluminium, with both side panels and the 
inside of the front panel covered in 4mm- 
thick noise insulation foam. The motherboard 
tray is fixed, but the CPU socket area has 
been cut out to give you a fighting chance of 
replacing your CPU cooler without removing 
the motherboard. 

There are six 3.5in internal drive bays, in 
which hard disks are mounted via rubber 
pins — these also help to reduce vibrations. 
We found fitting our 5870 rather tricky as the 
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3.5in drive cage is only 1cm away from the 
end of the card, requiring some serious fiddling 
to position the graphics card. The drive cage 

is removable, though, so if you want to use an 
even longer graphics card or install a radiator in 
the front of the case, it’s a two-second job to 
modify it to suit. 

An excellent feature of the PC-B25S is the 
bank of expansion slot clamps. They're the best 
we've seen on a case, securing graphics cards 
in an instant, and working so well they gave 
us a warm, fuzzy feeling inside. The 5.25in 
bays are also tool-free, with pop-in latches 
that line up with the mounting holes on our 
optical drive. Mini-thumbscrews secure the 
motherboard, while the final piece of hardware, 
the PSU, is also mounted without the need for 
a screwdriver. Instead, a large clamp hooks 
over the PSU, locking it firmly in place between 
the PSU mount and motherboard tray. 

The PC-B25S keeps up with the times 
thanks to two USB 3 ports; it also includes 
an eSATA port, along with microphone and 
headphone jacks, all of which are located in 
the top of the case. 

For cooling, there are two 120mm front 
intake fans, both with dust filters, a 120mm 
rear exhaust fan and a roof-mounted 140mm 
exhaust fan. There’s also a rear fan duct that 
allows a further 120mm fan to be installed, 
which works to aid the 120mm rear exhaust 
fan and direct the air downwards in the event 
that you need to place the case against a wall 
or desk. In addition, there are two fan splitters. 


HEAD 2 HEAD HARDWARE 


Each of these is powered by a Molex 
connector and provides three 3-pin 

fan headers. The only qualm we have with 
the cooling is that the 140mm roof exhaust 
fan doesn’t expel air directly out of the 
case. Instead, the air is expected to make a 
90-degree turn before being expelled through 
a vent at the rear of the top panel. 

The PC-B25S wasn’t the worst case we 
tested for cooling, and is extremely quiet, 
thanks to its low-speed fans and sound- 
proofing features. 

Like all Lian Li cases, the PC-B25S is 
expensive — coming in at $250. If you're 
considering buying the sleek and elegant 
PC-B25S then you probably aren’t in the 
market for the bulbous Antec Dark Fleet or 
Cooler Master HAF X. In this case, the main 
competition for the PC-B25S is the NZXT 
Phantom or SilverStone Raven RV02, both of 
which offer better cooling and more features 
at a lower price. If you’re looking to build a 
very quiet PC quickly and easily, however, the 
PC-B25S takes some beating. (= 


Overall 
A quiet and solid. case het tk 
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NZXT Phantom 


Street Price $195 | 
Manufacturer www.nzxt.com 

The end result of collaboration between 
NZXT’s designers and a modder, craigbru, 
we were keen to see if the Phantom lived 
up to all the hype surrounding its almost- 
immaculate conception. We were also 
aware of NZXT’s previous record of making 
cases, most of which we've reviewed. Many 
exhibited serious design flaws — the Hades 
(www.atomicmpc.com.au/?224289), for 
example, was very narrow and included 
such a large side intake fan that it was 
incompatible with any tower-shaped CPU 
cooler we tried. 

The Phantom is available in white, black, 
and red. Unlike a lot of white cases, the 
glossy finish that NZXT has applied to the 
Phantom works well, giving weight to the 
saying bouncing around the case design 
industry that ‘white is the new black’. The 
inside is also predominantly white with black 
trimmings. The Phantom is well made, if a 
ittle asymmetric, but given the plethora of 
black boxes we've seen over the years, it 
was quite refreshing. The side panels are a 
ittle flimsy, which is a shame, as they're the 
only part of the case that lets down the build 
quality. However, NZXT has told us that this is 
only a problem with the sample we received, 
and the final retail version won't suffer from 
this issue. 

The five tool-free 5.25in drive bays are 
hidden by a weakly magnetic door, but it 


When white doesn’t mean useless. 


feels solid and doesn’t rattle around. Beneath 
the door is a large mesh vent, behind which, 
bizarrely, NZXT has neglected to install a fan, 
instead fitting an empty 140mm fan mount. 
Incoming airflow is provided by two side- 
mounted 120mm fans that include dust filters, 
while an additional 120mm rear fan and giant 
200mm roof fan act as exhausts. There’s an 
additional 200mm fan mount in front of the 
included fan, and we spotted mounting holes for 
a dual 120mm-fan radiator in the roof too. The 
PSU is mounted at the bottom of the Phantom 
on four anti-vibration rubber spikes, and is 
fed air through a vent — which is protected 
by a dust filter — in the floor of the case. 
There are five fan controllers, each of 
which is rated at 20W. These can be 
adjusted using sliders on the roof of the 
Phantom, and illuminate when fans are 
connected to them. A single Molex is 
required to power the controller, and the 
side-mounted fans are connected to the 
controller when you fit the side panel. The 
fans proved to be very quiet even at full 
speed; with the fan speeds turned right 
down, the Phantom was inaudible from a 
few feet away. 
There are plenty of other features 
too, including ample cable-routing holes 
around the motherboard, E-ATX support 
and seven 3.5in bays, each of which also 
has mounts for 2.5in drives. The 3.5in 
drive bays are split into two cages, and 
the rear cage is screwed rather than 
riveted to the case, so it’s removable. 
Two USB 2 ports and an eSATA port 
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are located on top of the Phantom with 
microphone and speaker jacks close by too. 
With our initial inspection complete, aside 
from the exclusion of a front intake fan, we 
couldn't find anything disappointing with the 
Phantom. 

With its fans at maxirnum speed, the 
Phantom gave an admirable showing, 
recording a CPU delta T better than the 
high-airflow Cooler Master HAF. It managed 
to cool the graphics card well too — just 3°C 
hotter than it was inside the HAF X. Switching 
the fans to their lowest speed settings saw 
the CPU delta T rise by a substantial 6°C. 
The GPU delta T only rose by 3°C when we 
slowed down the fans. 

The Phantom is a breath of fresh air 
in terms of colour, design, features and 
performance. It coped well with our 
hardware and would make a great case for 
an overclocked high-end system. Having five 
independent, variable fan speed controllers 
is a boon too. Installing hardware is an easy 
process, it’s got cooling and some water- 
cooling potential: the Phantom is well worth 
considering. 


Overall 


Once you've gone black, we) 
suggest you consider white. 
fem Bare 
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European Gamers’ case of choice 
Designed in Sweden 
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Fractal Design provides products with an extraordinary design level, uncompromising quality, functionality and 


value. Fractal Design answers the call for appealing design for your computing needs. Our main product areas are 
computer cases, power supplies, cooling and media centre produts. Using the tried and teseted concepts in 
Scandinavian design theory, “Less is More’, our products all have a minimalistic, yet striking design. 


SILENT SERIES 140MMFAN | 
SILENT SERIES 140MN : a | 
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Authorised Distributor for Australia Available © CLUS)V EL from: 


PH: 1300 269 927 
Anyware is a wholesaler and does not sell direct to public. 
The above products can be purchased from most independent computer dealers throughout Australia. COMPUTER ACCESSORIES 


. Cc e 
Call tre number above for your nearest reseller. www.anyware.com.au 
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16kg of rough-as-guts case. 


Street Price $250 
Manufacturer www.coolermaster.com 


When we reviewed each of the Cooler 
Master HAF X's predecessors, the HAF 932 
and 922, we decided that both were a little 
lacking in the cooling department. The HAF 
X is the tallest and deepest HAF yet, rising to 
55cm and stretching back to 59cm, making 
it one of the largest cases on the market. 
With such impressive predecessors, we were 
keen to see if Cooler Master had yet again 
raised the stakes to make the HAF X bigger 
and better. 

In addition to a 200mm roof fan, there’s 
a large 140mm rear exhaust fan, a 200mm 
side intake fan mounted in a large side 
window and a 230mm front intake fan too, 
with both intake fans sporting dust filters. 

The HAF X is a heavy case too. Thanks 
to its mostly steel construction, you need 
to lift 16kg of case out of the box when 
the deliveryman arrives. However, at least 
this means that the HAF X is sturdy and it 
includes a set of wheels, which should make 
moving it around easier. We weren't too keen 
on the vast array of plastic ducting inside 
though. A large shroud surrounds the PSU, 
while another large duct directs cool air from 
the intake fan over the graphics card. The 
latter also has a mount for a 120mm 
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Cooler Master HAF X 


fan, further increasing 
airflow. There's also a 
bracket for mounting 
an 80mm fan to blow 
even more air over 
your graphics card. 
While each of 
these features is 
of some use (the 
support bracket 
will be useful 
when transporting 
your system), for 
everyday use, they 
make the case look 
cluttered. The PSU 
shroud is particularly 
questionable 
given the superb 
cable routing the 
motherboard tray 
offers. Installing 
hardware in the HAF X 
is an easy task, at least, with five 
tool-less 3.5in bays (one of these has a 
2.5in mount for SSDs) and four tool-less 5.25in 
bays. Beneath these are two further 5.25in bays, 
which have adaptors for hot-swappable 3.5in or 
2.5in drives. 
As there's such a huge distance for the 
8-pin ATX power cable to travel from the 
PSU to the motherboard, Cooler Master 
has thankfully had the foresight to 
include an extension cable. Other than 
this, the HAF X is an incredibly easy case 
to work with. As far as connections are 
concerned, the HAF X has two USB 3 
ports, two USB 2 ports plus FireWire, 
eSATA, microphone and headphone 
jacks. The 230mm intake fan has red 
LEDs, but these can be turned off via a 
switch on the top of the case next to the 
power and reset buttons. These buttons 
can be covered using a sliding plate to 
prevent accidental use. 

There's no fan controller, but thankfully, 
even with all fans powered on, the HAF X 
remains fairly quiet. There’s also room for 
a triple 120mm-fan radiator in the roof 
and plenty of room elsewhere for pumps 
and reservoirs. Strangely, there are 
three rubber grommets at the rear of the 
HAF X for routing tubing - we have no 
idea what the purpose of the third one 
might be, but Cooler Master must have 
thought that three was better than two. 

With regard to cooling ability, the HAF 


X is certainly up there with the big boys, 
managing a respectable CPU delta T of 48°C 
and the lowest GPU delta T on test of just 
36°C. Clearly, the huge side and front intake 
fans do a good job of cooling graphics cards. 


The HAF X is a better case than the earlier 
HAFs and can easily cope with the demands 
of today’s toasty hardware. Not only is it a 
great case for an air-cooled PC, but it’s so 
well thought out that building a system in it 
should be a pleasant experience, whatever 
hardware you have. 

There's potential for water cooling too, 
although there's little need to make the HAF 
X any quieter than it is out of the box, thanks 
to its enormous fans. Fan control would 
have been nice at this price, though, and the 
HAF X might not appeal to all tastes. It has 
serious competition, but the HAF X is still a 
great case. (% 


Overall 
For when serious graphical 


Seriously attractive hardware. 


Street Price $220 | 
Manufacturer www.antec.com 

We absolutely love the looks of the latest 
case from Antec. It spells old-school sci-fi 
tech in a way that no case has managed 

to do for quite some time, and the external 
design is one we quickly fell in total love with. 

In fact, it almost looks like it’s intended 
for a battlefield. Quite frankly, the bulging 
drive doors and three external 5.25in bay 
covers are nothing short of awesomeness, 
and pulling out those fans really works. 
Another oddity we should mention is the 
top-mounted 2.5in drive bay. It's essentially 
a hot-swappable drive caddy, and you can 
throw in any drive with it protected under a 
perspex window. 

Functionally, the case is actually rather 
good. It’s slightly smaller than the venerable 
Twelve Hundred but still has the same three 
front-mounted 120mm intake fans, along 
with filters, and two 120mm exhaust fans, 
although the 200mm Big Boy fan has been 
replaced by two 140mm fans. There’s an 
additional 120mm fan mount in the large side 
window too. Fan control is pretty much the 
same as that of the Twelve Hundred, with 
separate variable speed control dials on each 
of the three 3.5in bay doors, 


Antec Dark Fleet DF-85_ 


and each of the four remaining space for most double 140mm radiators with 


fans having its own switch at the 15mm fan spacing. Also present is a single 
rear of the case, with a choice of USB 3 port, which might prove useful in the 
low, medium or high speed. The future, along with three USB 2 ports, and 
fans are very quiet at low speed, microphone and headphone jacks. 


The Dark Fleet fared excellently in the 
cooling tests, and wasn’t pipped at the post 
by any of the competing cases. The Dark 


but anything above this quickly 
becomes very noisy. 
There's space for nine 3.5in 


internal drives with two movable Fleet’s cooling was only slightly less powerful 
hot-swappable SATA connectors at its slowest fan speed setting, with the CPU 
at the rear of two banks of 3.5in becoming just 2°C hotter. This is great news, 
bays. The latter seems to be a as it’s very loud with the fans at full speed. 


questionable inclusion, as the Compared with the other cases on test, 
hard disk will only be a few we find Dark Fleet’s looks incredibly unique 
centimetres away from the PSU and definitely amongst the best-designed 
and motherboard, and won't be in the biz. It's got an abundance of features, 
truly hot-swappable, as it needs to including comprehensive fan-speed control, 
be secured to the bay with screws. 2.5in and USB 3 support, even faring 
However, the PSU is mounted on spectacularly well in the cooling stakes. 
four large rubber pads to reduce 
noise from unwanted vibrations. 
As we've come to expect from 
Antec, there’s an abundance of peti : Bee 
cable-routing holes. There's also a | Hee Mir Banera pete 
hefty gap between the motherboard 
tray and side panel to hide anything 
you won't use. However, we would 
still like a little more depth in here to 


work with. There is, however, enough * Z 


Overall 
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What is GIGABYTE WINDFORCE™ ? 
GIGABYTE introduces WINDFORCE™, its latest cooling technology that 
differentiates the brand’s graphics cards from the rest. 

GIGABYTE understands that fans are crucial to the graphics card and 
only fans. with most efficiency are selected for WINDFORCE™. 
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GV-N470S0-131 


¢ Powered by NVIDIA GeForce GTX 470 SOC 
Edition 

e GIGABYTE GPU Gauntlet™ Sorting technology 

¢ Integrated with 1280 MB / 320-bit GDDR5 video 
memory 

° 12% better performance than standard GTX470 


All intellectual property rights, including without limitation to copyright and trademark of this work and its derivative works i 
are the property of, or are licensed to, GIGA-BYTE TECHNOLOGY CO., LTD. Any unauthorized use is strictly prohibited. www.gigabyte.com.au 


http://www. facebook.com/pages/GIGABYTE-VGA/138376338834?ref=nf © 
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Ultra quiet PWM fans 


Vapor Chamber cooling 
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Ultra Durable VGA Series HD Experience Series 


GV-N4600C-1GI 


¢ Powered by NVIDIA GeForce GTX 460 GPU ¢ Powered by NVIDIA GeForce GTS 450 GPU 

Integrated with 1024 MB / 256-bit GDDR5 video e IIntegrated with 1024 MB / 128-bit GDDR5 
memory video memory 

¢ GIGABYTE Ultra Durable VGA high quality ° 5.5% better performance than 


components standard than GTX450 
¢ 16% better performance than standard GTX460 


GV-N4500C-1GI 


(anffitrar http://twitter.com/GIGABYTE_VGA 
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SilverStone Raven RVO2 


Soaring far above the competition. 


Street Price $195 i 
Manufacturer www.silverstonetek.com lo 


Despite its radical design, the original Raven 
failed to completely rock our world for a few 
niggling reasons. SilverStone then refined 

the design, producing the far superior RVO2 
seven months later. We thought the RVO2 
would be worth another look against some of 
its competition. 

Priced at just $195, the Raven RVO02 is 
much cheaper than when it first launched, 
and you get a lot for your money. There are 
a total of eight expansion slots, providing 
enough space for the most feature-packed 
motherboards, or additional expansion 
slot bracket devices. However, despite 
SilverStone claiming on its website that the 
Raven RV02 supports E-ATX motherboards, 
we found that it only has room for 12in-deep 
motherboards, so you won't be able to fit 
a 13in E-ATX board inside. There’s a mount 
for a 2.5in SSD, and eight 5.25in bays, four 
of which are tool-free, while the other three 
mounts are occupied by 3.5in drive modules. 
There’s space for up to three hard disks, 
which are mounted in thick rubber grommets, 
so vibration shouldn’t be an issue. 

The most striking aspect of the Raven RVO2 


is that the motherboard 
has been rotated 90 
degrees clockwise, so 
that the I/O panel faces 
the top rather than the 
rear of the case. This 
means that cables are 
routed under the top 
panel and out the rear of 
the case. To access the 
interior of the case, you 
have to remove the top 
section, revealing the side 
panels, one of which (the 
right) has a large side 
window. This presents 
obstacles to the case’s 
cooling ability — to cool the 
CPU and graphics card 
effectively, SilverStone has 
had to find a way to make 
air flow into the case from 
the bottom and out of 
the top. 
The original Raven used 
only one 180mm intake fan to do the job, and 
it wasn’t very good at cooling. However, the 
Raven RVO2 includes three 180mm intake fans 
that stretch nearly the entire length of the case 
and draw in air through a large vented base 
that’s raised off the ground to allow air to 
enter the case. There's also a 120mm 
exhaust fan in the roof to further 
aid airflow. Each of the 
180mm fans has a dust 
filter that slides out of the 
side for easy access and 
can be speed adjusted via 
a 3-channel fan controller 
located next to the 120mm 
fan in the roof. 

Installing hardware in 
the Raven RVO2 seems 
odd at first, given the 
motherboard’s orientation, 
but the case's size and 
ample cable-routing holes 


tidy system. There's plenty 
of room for a water-cooling 
loop too, as you can easily 
install a triple 120mm- 
fan radiator in the floor. 
However, using a 10.5in- 
long graphics card will mean that you're 
limited to radiators with a depth of 30mm, such 
as the Black Ice GT Stealth 360. A Qin graphics 
card raises the restriction to 60mm, which is 


make it fairly easy to build a 


enough for most full-sized radiators. 

With the fans at maximum speed, the 
Raven RVO2 provided very effective cooling 
and remained fairly quiet, as its CPU and 
GPU were just 5°C and 4°C hotter respectively. 
With the fans on low speed, the CPU delta 
T only rose by 1°C and the GPU remained at 
the same temperature; this is great news, as 
the Raven RVO2 is extremely quiet with the 
fans set this way. 

Despite our initial reservations, we're 
glad that SilverStone stuck to its guns and 
continued to develop its line of rotated- 
motherboard cases. At just under $200, the 
Raven RVO2 isn’t too expensive, it’s loaded 
with features and, more importantly, it cooled 
our test kit extremely well. Its cooling ability 
looks set to improve even more in the future, 
as SilverStone has told us that the Raven 
RVO02 will soon be kitted out with the same 
awesome 180mm Air Penetrator fans that we 
saw at Computex earlier in the year. (( 


Overall 


A greatly affordable case withsome | 
awesome i 
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hese are our four basic systems, with something 

for every taste. On this page, The Game Box is 
put together with money-saving in mind, but also an 
eye to getting as much bang for buck. It’s the best 
value system for those who want a lot of processing 
grunt, but who don’t want to sacrifice the 
upgradeability or compatibility that is so important. 
Intel’s going to keep the P55 socket around for 
quite some time, so making the leap to this new 
platform is well-timed. 


If you're going to spend money 
on a beast that generates pixels, 
you might as well spend a little more 
and get a screen that shows those 

pixels in their best light. This screen is 

that beast, and the 24 inches of colour- 
accurate screen boast a response time tha 
will give you each sultry frame just as the © 
game designer or movie director intended. 
Definitely a toy worth saving up for. 


The Perfect PC, on the other hand, is the system 
everyone aspires to, with nothing but the best 
parts — without going crazy, though. It’s a collection 
of all the greatest hardware that we’d pick without 
a budget, sure to impress with performance and 
sheer style. 

Oh, and if you’re wondering what the Ref IDs are, 
that’s the ID of that article on our website. Just enter 
it like this - www.atomicmpc.com.au/?NUMBER 

— and you'll go straight to that review. 
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MEMORY MOTHERBOARD 


VIDEOCARD 


Intel Core i5 760 


PRICE $245 


am Intel’s budget quad is more than 

— you'll need in a chip — now even 
faster! 

& 

sS| GIGABYTEP55A-UD4 

co PRICE $225 

_ A great value P55 board with 

I some nice features. 

— 

cS 

= 

ee G.Skill Ripjaws 

= F3-I0666CL7D-4GBRH 

ued PRICE $130 

= Great value, tight timings, and 
some flexibility. 

©) NVIDIAGTX460 

SS PRICE $245 

oO A reference-design card, but 

to plenty fast for gaming bliss. 

Q Issue 116, Page 38 

= 

XX 


AMD Phenom II 
X6 1090T 


PRICE $355 

Six cores of high- 
powered processing joy. 
Red ID: 220395 


MSI 890FXA-GD70 

PRICE $265 

A high-end AMD platform with full 

CrossFire support, great OC’er. 

Ref ID: 221656 
Corsair Dominator GT 
CMT4GX3M2A2000C8 

5 PRICE $220 


Red-hot memory for dual- 
channel speed. 


AT|5970 

PRICE $780 

A dual-cored DX11 beast, 
the most powerful yet. 
Ref ID: 173167 


atemic 
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For more builds check out the Kitlog E-mag at atomicmpc.com.au/kitlog 


SUBTOTAL: $1660 


ir Coolermaster Hyper 212 Lancool Dragonlord PC-K62 
Lu 
i] ‘ ¢ ~M PRICE $165 
= Nice cooling for a very <—t ; ; 
=) affordable price. wd Vibration dampened, great 
ss cooling and sexy looks. 
= Ref ID: 160151 
= 
= TTB HDD = Razer Arctosa 
am) PRICE $90 <= PRICE $50 
. Oo 
& A thousand gigabyte storage ao A cool-looking keyboard that'll 
— drive on the cheap. Ga serve you very well. 
yy ZS Ref ID: 149483 
(Ca) 
; 
Viewsonic VX2233WM 4 
PRICE $215 on PRICE $65 a 
| 21.5 inches of value-packed =) Great gaming performance and i 
screen, great buy. © nifty features. (a 
| Issue 108, Page 42 => Issue 96, Page 43 i 
ba 
Plantronics Onboard Realtek OCZ ModXStream Pro 6{00W 
o Gamecom77// ALC889A Boe PRICE Site 
OO C~PRICE $80 Adecent chip thatdoes = & pa iegtitaloa se reliable, 
= : , ; modular for neatness. 
=< Bae oo with ane AOR: & A Issue 109, Page 59 
Issue 101, Page 41 
Coolermaster ATCS 840 
o Noctua NH-U12P SE2 et PRICE $370 
ea PRICE $95 Y Heaps of fans, plenty of space, and 
(=) Two fans, quiet and nice (es) dripping with quality. 
© overclocking capacity. Ref ID: 132479 
= Issue 107, Page 48 
2 OCZ Vertex 2 IOOGB & =) Microsoft Sidewinder X6 | 
tard P PRICE $95 
5 WD 600GB VelociRaptor Ee | 
= PRICE $470 + $400 faa] Backlit, sturdy, magnetic numpad & 
= Superfast SSD with zippy storage. fo ered plas $ not to like? 
N OCZ Ref ID: 219218 =< . 
cA WD Ref ID: 220323 
Dell U2410 Microsoft Sidewinder E 
& PRICE $699 Li X8 Wireless : 
Go. In-Plane Switching, 1.07 =) PRICE $105 : 
a) billion colours and 24 inches. S Cable-less, comfortable, lag-free \4 
(=) and fraggable! H 
Ref ID: 148422 
LogitechZ-5500D & Creative X-Fi XFX 850W 
=) PRICE $400 _ Titanium HD a a PRICE $215 
(am Earth-shakingly good. PRICE $270 = Q. Plenty of power, ultra-stable 
= ‘Ref ID: 22626 Seriously serious O23 rails and a great price. 


sound. Issue 107, Page 50 
Issue 115, Page 47 
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he LAN Rig, the ultimate in portable gaming 

power — go anywhere, frag anyone. No longer 
will you be tied to a desk or forced to awkwardly 
manhandle your full-sized rig, helped by a 
convenient handle and beefy tech. Perfect for 
wowing people at LANs, the tech inside is fast 
enough to run any game, and boasts enough 
speed to keep your game running at full clio even if 
other programs intrude in the background. After all, 
no-one wants to miss a headshot. 


There are many benefits to running 
an ITX system, aside from the challenge 
of choosing compatible components, but 
here are just a few of the plusses: 


e Small footprint, so it’ll At damn near 
anywhere - even under a monitor. 

e Lower power consumption due to 
restrained component choice. 

e Generally low-noise due to the ‘wind 
tunnel’ design of most cases. 

e Easily moveable around the house, or 
even taken to a mate’s place — all you 

need is power and a screen. 


Finally, for the more entertainment-minded — and 
really, that’s all of us — there’s The Mini, ready to 
play movies and music quietly and efficiently. The 
basic guts are fast enough for general tasks, and 
the IGP can handle High-Definition content. You can 
also choose from three entirely optional upgrades to 
suit your needs best: a graphics card for WoW, TV 
tuner to catch the game, or a Wireless card to sync 
without cables. The perfect energy-conscious build. 
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VIDEO CARD 


MEMORY 


Intel Core i5 760 
PRICE $245 

Intel’s budget quad is more than | 
you'll need in a chip! 

Issue 106, Page 36 | 


GIGABYTE P55M-UD4 
PRICE $200 


Great overclockability, 
nice value. 
Issue 107, Page 40 


G.Skill Ripjaws 2000OMHz 


PRICE $190 | 


Great value memory with amazing 
overclocking. 
Issue 106, Page 52 


ATI5770 

PRICE $190 

A decent value way to get 
into DX11. 

Ref ID: 169775 


Intel Core i3 530 


PRICE $140 


Speedy dual-core with an IGP 
for HD video duties. 


GIGABYTE H55N-USB3 
PRICE $145 
Tiny ITX form factor with up to 


4 storage devices. Neat. 
Issue 113, Page 39 


G.Skill Ripjaws 
F3-10666CL7D-4GBRH 
PRICE $130 


4GB of fast memory is plenty for running 
multiple HTPC media streaming apps. 


ATI5570 Low Profile 


PRICE $100 


Graphical grunt in half the 
space. Enough for basic 
games, given the size. 


iss, 
es, 


For more builds check out the Kitlog E-mag at atomicmpc.com.au/kitlog 
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SUBTOTAL: $1655 | 


Be Intel Stock Cooler a Silverstone SGO4 
rai PRICE FREE nA PRICE $160 
on) Does the job, fits Ss Small case with handle; add two 
a under PSU well. 120mm fans for awesome cooling. 
Oo Ref ID: 148266 
S 
=  ITBHDD 2 Razer Arctosa 
am) PRICE $90 P= PRICE $50 
= A thousand gigabyte storage co A cool-looking keyboard é 
a drive on the cheap. Gai that'll serve you very well. Zp 
Ma S Ref ID: 149483 Zz ‘ 
ta) 
| Fa 
Viewsonic VX2233WM Verbatim Rapier V1 
PRICE $215 Ta PRICE $65 
21.5 inches of value-packed =) Great gaming performance and 
screen, great buy. cS nifty features. g 
Issue 108, Page 42 = Issue 96, Page 43 i 
Plantronics Onboard Realtek Corsair HX-520 
co Gamecom 777 o>; PRICE $140 
© ~PRICE $80 ALC889A = Moduler, etfci i 
= A decent chip that does = all odular, efficient and keeps size 
=z Solid set of cans with the job. =) Z manageable in cramped case. 
great audio. 


Issue 101, Page 41 


= 
SUBTOTAL: $1033 


a R. Scythe Big Shuriken ae Antec ISK 300-150 
eal le a ; ; ae Included 150W PSU, good build i 
= Tiny 58mm height, quieter oO quality, and decent airflow. ; 
wo than a sponge. 

Lu 

=  WDScorpio Blue 640GB io Noctua NF-R8 

=) PRICE $120 = PRICE $22 x 2 

= Fast.2.5” internal storage — grab Oo Get some quiet, positive 

= two for more space! Co flow in this mini build. 

N 

A s | 

i Lite-On DS-8A4S = Logitech diNovo Edge 

s PRICE $70 = PRICE $199 f 
= Slim internal DVD drive for =) Wireless board with a 3 
S movies, installs or backups. Gai trackpad for mousing. t 

= : 
Leadtek Winfast 

c PxDVR3200H % ASUS PCE-N13 

Z PRICE $100 4 oR J PRICE $45 

= Get TV in your PC. i ce Zippy 802.11N for wireless 

ra H.264 recording ftw! = HD video streaming. 

- 
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www.gskill.com 


Multi-tasking Extreme Gaming 74 
Virtual OS Photographing Video/editing 


Maximize Your PC Performance And Do Whatever You Wz ed 


spit 


Ripjaws series 
A DDR3 1600MHz 8GB (4GBx2) 
¥ “> DDR3 1600MHz 12GB (4GBx3) 


Le with extreme gaming systems, 
G.Skill Ripjaws DDR3 8GB and 12GB 
memory kits provide the best in class 
performance and stability, as well as 
maintaining the ultimate overclocking 
headroom. 


BioNet http://www. bronet.com.au/ MSY http://www.msy.com.au/ 
TEL : +61 2 8799 3888 ; 
bd FAK 461 2.8709°3890 Mtech Computers http:/Awww.mtechcomputers.com.au 


Umart http://www.umart.com.au/ 
itsdirect http://www.itsdirect.com.au 


£y http:/Awww.mittoni.com.au/ 
muttoni TEL : +61 3 9540 8989 


FA 461 3 O546 BomD PC Case gear https://www.pccasegear.com 
i-tech http://www.i-tech.com.au 
ff Supermem Pty. Ltd. Blacktea Tech http://www.bttech.com.au 
y www.supermem.com.au : Computer Alliance _http:/Awww.computeralliance.com.au 
TEL: +61-3-95442026 
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Daniel Rutter wants a bit of madness. 


C onsoles keep trying to catch up with 
PC games, but they’re never going to 
manage it, in two important areas: 

Technical problems, and total insanity. 

Oh, the modern Internet-connected 
consoles make it possible for developers to 
release broken games and then try to fix ‘em 
in patches. (If, of course, the known-to-be- 
broken game sells well enough!) But the PC 
has a huge lead on the console world in this 
department. The Red Ring Of Death is nothing 
compared with its sibling, the Blue Screen. 

While console gamers were arguing about 
SNES versus Mega Drive, PC gamers had 
been wrestling with config.sys and memory 
managers for ten years. Network gaming in 


idea. And your game can be as mystifying or 
disturbing as you like. Modern PCs are so fast 
that you can write even quite complex games 
in extremely user-friendly languages, without 
choking the system with your clunky code. 

The result of this is a snowstorm of indie 
games of all shapes and sizes, most of which 
are free downloads. Many fit in standard 
genres — FPSes, text adventures, scrolling 
shooters — but there are also numerous 
completely demented games. 

Which | love. 

This is partly because | prefer nutty games to 

“realistic” ones. Give me Saints Row instead of 
GTA, or Just Cause instead of Stalker, any day. 
But mass-market games are almost never 


... | prefer nutty games to “realistic” ones. Give 
me Saints Row instead of GTA, or Just Cause 
instead of Stalker, any day. 


the good old Win95 days was something of 
an adventure, too. And this honoured tradition 
continues today. 

“You tried to run Saints Row 2 even though 
you have TWO MONITORS! You IDIOT! How 
could you EVER expect that to work?!" 

“How DARE you run the Gamebryo engine 
on a computer with MORE THAN TWO CPU 
CORES!!! It crashed at the start of your 10th 
birthday party because quad-core perverts like 
you don’t DESERVE a Pip-Boy!” 

(Note that both of these examples are 
games whose console versions worked pretty 
well. Once again: Unreliability advantage, PC!) 

And then, there’s the total insanity. 

PC gaming has no gatekeepers. If you don't 
mind getting zero-star reviews from a thousand 
teenagers, or not being able to sell your game 
in shops, you can make a game about whatever 
you want. It can be as big as you can manage 
or as small as is necessary to convey one 


atemic 


truly, astonishingly, entirely batty. Rico grapple- 
parachuting up mountains in Just Cause 2 
like an inverted Spider-Man does not begin to 
approach the oddness | seek. 

| want a game that looks like something 
from igetyourfail.blogspot.com (Jeff Minter 
has made about a thousand of those). | want 
a game with ASCII graphics that uses more 
CPU power than Quake Il (that game would, of 
course, be Dwarf Fortress). | want a multiplayer 
game in a sandbox space-station that usually 
ends up uninhabitable (Space Station 13}). | 
want turn-based Doom and steampunk air 
combat (DoomRL and SteamBirds!). | want 
art games that exist only to make a point, or 
a joke (like Passage, You Have To Burn The 
Rope, Achievement Unlocked or pOnd), and 
RPGs that are just imagination-augmentation 
devices (Sleep Is Death, from the same author 
as Passage). 

There are things a bit like this on consoles. 


Katamari, Electroplankton; actually, | think 
Guitar Hero and its descendants quality, 
because they may be vastly popular, but 
they’re also quite deeply weird. 

But until someone makes a console with an 
un-moderated download function — which Sony, 
Microsoft and Nintendo don’t want to do, partly 
for security and legal reasons but mainly for 
financial ones — the PC will still win the weird- 
game race by a very large margin. 

If you play games on a PC without ever 
visiting the psychedelic odd-game buffet, 
you're like someone who buys a DSLR but only 
ever uses the kit lens, or someone who buys a 
Caterham but never goes to a track day. The 
crazy stuff is what makes crashes, glitches and 
bugs worthwhile. 

Take a walk on the weird side. 


Dan Rutter burns rope in his sleep. 
dan@atomicmpc.com.au 
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For info on other games in the Ubisoft ‘That's Hot’ range, 


including Assasins Creed, Call of Juarez — Bound in Blood, ey soar MISSIONS| 


Rainbow Six Vegas 2 & Tom Clancy's HAWX, go to: “MISSION PacK ADD ON INCLUDED) - 
ror Hoth said ED! - = i 


www.thatshot.com.au g | | 


ieee 9 


Subscribe online at — 
_ wWww.subscribenow.com.au/ato/1092 


Offer Only available to Australian & New Zealand subscribers until 9/11/2010. For overseas prices and terms and conditions, visit www.atomicmpc. 


AND PWN A 
HOT GAME: 


It’s no surprise the ‘That's Hot’ range of 
classic games from Ubisoft is so popular. 
Classics? You bet! 

So if you missed out on any of these 
games first time around, Atomic and 
Ubisoft are giving you a second chance. 


If you purchase a one, two or three year 
subscription to Atomic this month, not 
only will you save up to $142 on the 
cover price, you'll also be able to choose 


SSE 
AMINGPCEVERI BDO | = 


EXCLUSIVE ee 


which game you'd like to receive from Far 

Cry 2, Ghost Recon 2 or Silent Hunter 4. 
But you'd better hurry, this offer only We Me a 

lasts until November Sth. 
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. 1 SUBSCRIBE FOR THREE Senet Ges 

___| YEARS AND SAVE UP TO $142 Sleamtreauseesua es 2 
SCORE AN UBISOFT rr ee mnsiy cs: 
“THAT'S HOT’ GAME! me 
DELIVERED TO SUBSCRIPTION RUGS = 
YOUR DOOR / B YEARS (36 ISSUES) FOR $179.95 - SAVE S14 
FULL MONEY "ZYEARS (24 ISSUES) FOR $129.95 - SAVE $84 
BACK GUARANTEE "1VEAR (12 ISSUES) FOR $69.95 - SAVE $37 
THE GREATEST TECH MAG NEW ZEALAND 
IN THE GALAXY! 


1 YEAR (12 ISSUES) FOR AS79.95 


or call 1300 610 765 


com.au/subscribe or call +612 8296 5495. Whilst every effort will be made to supply each eligible subscriber with the game of their 
choice, this offer is only available while stocks last. Quote ‘1092’ when ordering subscription. 


THE POWER OF YoUR PG 


WITH PATRIOT SECTOR 5 AND SEGTOR 7 MEMORY 


The award winning Sector 5 Edition line offers 
a variety of memory speeds and latencies 

(up to 2500MHZ) for the Intel® P55 
platform. Sector 5 and Sector 7 » 


extruded aircraft-grade alu 1 
heat spreader to dissipate heat 
and provide improved stability 


Want more? Both Sector'5 
and Sector 7 are ready 

to work with Intel’s® 
‘“unlocked’series 
of GPUs. 


Supports 
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LX Series 


an UFC 


CHANNEL 


CLASS(G 
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LX Series 


Sexe 


Perfect Solution Blazing Performance SuperSpeedi 


6468 SDXC USB Flash orive Inferno SSD 


ght 2010, Patriot Memory. Patriot Memory 


Premium Resellers 
VIC CPL Distribution 03 8542 8688 ‘pl.net.au State Technics 08 7422 0002 chevron.net.au YNOT Computer Systems. 08 93307666 = www,ycs.net.au 


mark of PDP Systems, Inc. All Rights R' 


Centre Com 03 8311 7600 .centrecom.com.au A&R Computer 08 8292 3471 www.aandr.com.au Netplus Micro Computers 08 9242 7288 www.netplus.com.au 


MSY Technology 03 9560 2288 vimsy.com.au Getright Computers 08 82310622. www.getright.com.au PLE Computers 0863163851 wwwople.comau 
PC Case Gear 0395510889  wwwopccasegear.com.au IT Estate 0296309630 — wwwaitestate.com.au Zeus Technology 0863131700 — wwwzeus.com.au 


BCC Computer 03 5227 6888 www.bcccomputers.com.au UK International 02 9745 0877 F Computer Alliance 07 3421 3200 www.computeralliance.com.au 
Nexus Technology (Aust) 03 9663 9928 Www.nexus.com.au / 02 9871 0298 www.stscomputers.com.au Game Dude Computers 07 3387 1500 www.gamedude.com.au 


PC Idea 0395633900 www.pcideas.com.au Nepean Micro computers 02.4721 7566 = www.nmc.comau Umart Online 07 33693928 = www.umart.com.au 
Cnet Technology 03 9318 2288 www.cnettech.com.au IT Destination 02 9211 8696. itdestination.com.au JLC Computers 07 3844 4519 www, jic.com.au 
Tasmanian Principal Computers 03 6334 6677 principalcomputers.com.au 
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. TUTORIAL 


HANDS-ON TUTORIALS FOR THE TECHNICALLY MINDED 


[is a tough call: go to uni straight out of school, or take a year off, strap some additional “research”, which we found very amusing. Briefly. Then we 
a pack onto your back and head to some foreign land for months of made him do it for nothing. 


drinking, sightseeing and, er, sleeping... yes, just sleeping. Alone. 


In other news; after months of threatening to do so, this month's Gameplay 


Thankfully, there's a third option — study overseas! Whether for a semester section literally did burst at the seams, and some great game tweaks found 
or a whole degree, it is totally do-able, and this month Chris Taylor has very themselves homeless. They looked at us with their big pixelly eyes and 
kindly volunteered to show us how. He also requested a platinum compnay explained that they were tutiorials, too, and we couldn't turn them away, so 
credit card and a round-the-world first-class ticket, so he could undertake you'll now find them on page 78. Yay! 


TUTORIAL 
GONTENTS 


Atomic.edu 76 
Chris Taylor takes you through the 
process of becoming an international 
student. 


Game tweaks 78 


ic WEEKLY NEWSLETTER 


MAXIMUM POWER COMPUTING 


Keep up with the 
latest from Atomic! 
Atomic isn’t restricted to the 
pages of this magazine, and 
there’s still plenty more to 
be had online. Make sure 
you grab the latest content, 
competitions and posts 
straight from your favourite 
mag by signing up for the 
weekly newsletter - it’s what 
we would do! 


www.atomicmpc.com.au/signup 


een to always know the best hardware for any PC build or 


~ 


you like building systems? 


need to check out our new KitLog eBook, a quarterly 
ation dedicated to showing you the best gear for more 
than a half-dozen PC projects. 


Only available at 
atomicmpc.com.au/kitlog 
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INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS 


Becoming an 


U pon finishing secondary school many 
young people intending to complete 
further studies weigh up the options of taking 

a ‘gap year’ to travel internationally, or just 
getting on with it and going straight to uni. It’s 
actually possible to combine both. There are two 
options if this appeals to you. Your first option is 
to enrol in local university and do some of your 
degree abroad. Many Australian universities 
have campuses overseas or partnerships with 
international institutes: you can undertake a 
single subject, a semester or even an entire 
academic year at a university in the United 
States, Malaysia, Germany or South Africa. Your 
second option is to become an international 
student and enrol in a university in another 
country. 


Enrolling in 
foreign universities 


While it's all very exciting when you're kicking 
around the idea of studying overseas, there are 
some practical factors to consider. 

Firstly, it’s going to be really expensive. You're 
not going to get Commonwealth assistance 
as you would at a local institute. It’s also very 
unlikely you'll get the local equivalent (if there 
even is one), although individual universities may 
offer you some form of assistance. Indeed, some 
bend over backwards for international students. 
You may or may not be eligible for student loan 
schemes. And the academic and administrative 
fees will doubtlessly be exorbitant, especially if 
you're intending to sleep and eat on campus — 
which that may be the only realistic option in 
some countries. 

Furthermore, student visas tend to have all 
sorts of restrictions related to employment. In 
some countries you can’t work at all. In others 
you can work, but not nearly as much as you 
probably need to given the high fees and cost 
of living. There are some schemes (www.study- 
in-china.org/LivingInChina/EasyLife) that are 
designed to provide students with cheap or 
free accommodation and employment; but 
be very wary. Like many of the ‘teach English 
overseas’ outfits, these operations may take 
advantage of your unfamiliarity with local pay 
rates and labour practices. 

Some countries have established websites 
that give you estimated figures for the 
cost of living there for a year. The StudyHK 
(studyinhongkong.edu.hk/eng/05cost.jsp) 
website has a fairly detailed breakdown of costs 
in both US Dollars and the local currency and 
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international student “ 


Chris Taylor takes you over the seas and far far away. 


talks in terms of commodities you're familiar 
with: cheap eats, beers, public transport, and 
rent. Just keep in mind that these websites may 
not be updated regularly. If possible, get in touch 
with someone living there — the university may 
even be able to help — to see if the figures are 
still accurate. Be sure to factor in sightseeing 
and such. There’s no point in heading half way 
around the world to study if you’re going to 
spend all of your time on campus. 

Secondly, there are a lot of administrative 
and academic hoops to jump through. Most of 
the places likely to attract international students 
have websites (such as www.ukstudy.com 
and www.study-in-china.org) to tell you which 
universities offer what course, the application 
processes for those universities and the nitty- 
gritty of migration law as it applies to foreign 
students. It’s nice to have most of the relevant 
information you'll need in one place, though 
there's still the process of dealing with all the 
requirements. 

Many universities will demand you sit some 
sort of language competency test — whether 
it's to prove you, an Australian, actually speak 
English, or to see to assess whether you're 
capable of reading, writing and speaking in 
Chinese, French or whatever the language of 
instruction is. There's a lot of appeal in studying 
somewhere with a different language and 


culture, but keep in mind that if the language of 
instruction isn’t English and you're not already 
fluent in the local language, you're in trouble. For 
most people it takes around half a decade to 
become ‘academically fluent’. 

There may be academic requirements far 
more involved than the simple HSC (or your 
state/territory equivalent) score that will get you 
into university here. If you want to study in the 
United States, for example, you'll have to sit 
through one or more standardised tests to be 
eligible for entry into one of their universities. The 
US Department of State has compiled a concise 
guide to the myriad of standardised tests and 
the contact details for the companies and 
government bodies that administer them. 

The process of applying for and attaining visas 
and other immigration documents can be just 
as involved as being admitted to a university. 
Expect to pay lots of fees, fill out numerous 
forms, sit through interviews and, occasionally, 
provide a refundable deposit as proof you'll leave 
the country once you've finished your degree. 
Some countries, including the US, expect you 
to have been accepted into a university before 
they'll issue you with a student visa. Others, like 
the UK, will allow you to visit as a prospective 
student. In most cases you'll be expected to 
present immigration officials with documents 
proving you have or can get enough money to 
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pay the university's fees and living costs. 

Figuring out living costs for a foreign country 
can be difficult, especially if you’ve only visited as 
a tourist (or have never been there) and no one’s 
setup a website like StudyHK. In some countries, 
the cost of living can vary greatly from city to city 
or state to state. The UKStudy website (www. 
ukstudy.com/eng/visa) provides a list of how 
much money you're expected to have for the 
first nine months of your study. If you want to 
study in London, for example, you should have 
£7200 — just under $12000 AUD at the time this 
went to press - on hand. 

There is no consistency between countries 
in terms of what information is made easily 
available about living and studying as an 
international student. Some, like China and 
South Africa, have visually busy websites that 
only have the most basic information — you need 
this kind of visa, here’s some phone numbers 
and mailing addresses so you can apply for 
it. Others, like Japan (www.studyjapan. 
go.jp/en/inj_stope.html) and France (www. 
campusfrance.org/en/index.htm) seemingly 
attempt to answer ever possible question you 
could have as a future, current or past student 
about visas, the types of qualifications offered 
by their universities, finding employment, living 
costs, accommodation and fruity laws (the 
Japanese government will let you work a lot 
of hours while you’re studying, but you're not 
allowed to work anywhere that ‘may affect 
public morals’). It pays to do your research. AS 


well as finding the essential information, you 

can also stumble across cool opportunities like 
Semester at Sea (www.semesteratsea.org). 
The programme has a humanities focus, but you 
need not be majoring in the humanities to take 
advantage of what it offers: namely, travelling 
around the world on a ship, stopping in maybe a 
dozen ports along the way. 


Enrolling in 
a local university 


Let's face it: enrolling in a university overseas 
is really expensive, particularly when you 
consider that many countries won’t let you 
work on a student visa. Another option is to 
enrol in an Australian university and take part 
in an exchange. 

Some Australian universities have campuses 
in other countries that you can attend through 
a relatively painless process, for a semester 
or two. Monash University, for instance, has 
campuses in South Africa and Malaysia. The 
University of Newcastle has a campus in 
Singapore. The University of Wollongong has 
a campus in Dubai. Keep in mind that the 
overseas campuses may be significantly smaller 
than the Australian mothership: they may offer 
fewer courses and classes. 

Most universities, including those with their 
own campuses overseas, also have established 
relationships with international universities. Some 
universities, such as the University of Melbourne 


(www. mobility.unimelb.edu.au/outgoing/ 
apply/partners/partners.html), provide 
detailed breakdowns of what you can study 
and where you can study it. It's common for a 
partnership to be based around the offerings of 
a single faculty. As with applying to study your 
entire degree in a foreign university, you'll need to 
negotiate migration law and other requirements. 
There are sometimes special student visas 
available for exchange students (with more 
restrictions than regular student visas). Many 
foreign universities partnered with Australian 
universities deliver at least some of their classes 
in English. To study at those universities that 
teach in another language you will probably have 
to pass some sort of language proficiency test. 

The application process can be time- 
consuming and expensive, although significantly 
more financial assistance is available than if you 
sought to study an entire degree overseas. The 
Australian government offers OS-HELP, which is 
similar to HECS-HELP but aimed at those taking 
one or two semesters (but no more) overseas. 
Individual universities and their overseas partners 
may also offer assistance in the form of grants 
and scholarships. Keep in mind that on top of 
academic fees, you'll also need to pay for your 
living expenses such as food and board, travel 
costs and visa applications. 

Whether you complete all or just part of 
your degree overseas, studying in another 
country has the potential to be a very rewarding 
experience — if you can afford it. ( (6) 
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RUN STARCRAFT II 
ON YOUR MACHINE 


Soca 


‘LOW DETAIL 


ONG: Vea? 


NETBOOK 


CPU 1,66GHz Intel Atom N450 
GPU Intel GMA 3150 

RAM IGB 

OS Windows XP SP3 


The netbook is a curious development, 
as it’s portable and cheap but also slower 
than the machines it replaces. As the 


yi Atom is such a basic CPU, we didn’t 
expect it to match the performance of the 
2.6GHz Pentium 4 that the game officially 
requires. Resource Manager showed 
that the CPU was overloaded, and the 
game did indeed prove to be jerky and 
completely unplayable. 


TUTORIAL “ GAME TWEAKS 


a 
WHAT SHOULD YOU NEED? 

A decent, mid-range gaming PC built in 2005 should still be able to play 
StarCraft Il, albeit with almost all the detail settings at Low. The 2.6GHz 
Intel CPU mentioned in the game’s minimum specs, for example, is a 
NetBurst-based Prescott design — we haven't used one of these for 
years, since the few we had left were overclocked, and sort of...died. 
Owners of a Radeon 9800 Pro graphics card must be laughing, too, 


WHAT'S THELEAST TEC 


BASIC DESKTOP PC 


CPU 2.6GHz AMD Athlon 64 5000+ 
GPU 256MB Nvidia GeForce 7025 
RAM 2CB 

OS Windows XP SP3 


Using an old PC in an unused corner of the 
Labs for testing, the GeForce 7025 (integrated 
in its nForce 430a chipset) couldn’t cope with 
the graphical demands of StarCraft 2 even with 
all options on Low. The GeForce 7025 isn’t a 
terrible integrated GPU, but with frame rates of 
around 11fps, you'll need a dedicated graphics 
card to play StarCraft Il. The dual-core Athlon 
64 5000+ was fine, though, running at 60 per 
cent load in our tests. 


as this card must officially have the longest lifespan of any card ever: 
eight years of service is an incredible accomplishment. 

This leaves the question of whether you can run StarCraft II on really 
basic modern PCs, and what kind.of hardware you need to make 
StarCraft Il running at its prettiest. To find the answers to these questions, 
we decided to see if an old PC can handle this new game. 


H REQUIRED? 


OLD GAMING DESKTOP PC 


CPU 2.6GHz AMD Athlon 64 5000+ 
GPU 256MB ATI Radeon HD 3850 
RAM 2GB 

OS Windows XP SP3 


After adding an old mid-range graphics 
card to our old PC, we were able to 
achieve smooth gameplay. With every detail . 
setting enabled or set to Ultra, we saw a 
frame rate of 10-24fps at 1680 x 1050, 

but dialling the detail settings down to a 

mix of Medium and High saw a frame rate 
that never dipped below 29fps. This isn’t 
bad for a system full of three-year-old parts 
running a 2010 game. 


{yETE renee 
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Hardware to make Starcraft Il shine 


While StarCraft Il’s minimum requirements are laughably low, the recommended 
requirements are quite high, specifying that a 2.4GHz dual-core CPU and a 512MB 
GeForce 8800 GT or ATI Radeon HD 3870 graphics card are needed to make the 
game look as pretty as possible. The CPU and memory requirements are easy to fulfil, 
as any standard desktop CPU produced over the past three years is fine for StarCraft 
ll. However, it’s less clear whether your graphics card will cope when Zerglings come 
a-knocking. The rule of thumb is that a card that was deemed at least mid-range 
within the last three years should be okay. A low-end card — even if it’s from a newer 
family than the GeForce 6600 GT or Radeon 9800 Pro — won’t cut it, and neither will 
integrated graphics: both Intel or AMD chipsets struggle. 

The game does a decent job of recommending detail settings, aiming to deliver 
around 35fps from whatever hardware you're using. To view the recommendations, 
hover your mouse over the drop-down menu. This is a guide to the kind of image 
quality and frame rates that you can expect from different graphics cards. 


current generation of Radeons, and 
was able to play the game with a mix of 
High and Ultra settings at around 38fps. 
Setting everything to Ultra saw the 
frame rate drop to 25-36fps; just on the 
cusp of playability. 


512MB ATI RADEON HD 4870 
A high-end card from the 
previous generation is 
capable of playing 
StarCraft II in all its 
glory. With every 

option enabled and, 
set to Ultra, we r 
saw a frame rate 


256MB INTEGRATED GRAPHICS 


Even with every detail option set to of around 32fps 

Low and the resolution set to 1024 x — not bad for a two-year 

768, an integrated GPU will struggle — old card. 

you'll need a graphics card to facilitate 

your Starcraftian pleasure. This advice 896MB NVIDIA GEFORCE GTX 
applies to laptops too — you'll need 260 (REV 2) 


The GTX 260 is a firm 
favourite with gamers, and 
it’s lasted remarkably 
well. StarCraft II 
appears to like the : 
card too — with SS 
every option set to 
Ultra, we saw a healthy 
36-37fps frame rate. 


a fairly powerful mobile GPU, which 
means that anything smaller than a 15in 
laptop will struggle to play the game. 


256MB ATI RADEON HD 3850 
This fast mid-range cc 
graphics card from early 5 
2008 can run StarCraft < 
lI, but only with a $s 
mix of High and 
Medium detail 
settings. With 
all the settings 
on Ultra, we saw a 
stuttery 10-24fps frame rate. The 
game looked fine, if slow. 


768MB NVIDIA GEFORCE GTX 460 
The new GeForce GTX 460 is 
available in two flavours of 
memory size, but even the 
lowliest 768MB, stock- 
speed GTX460 is 


capable of playing ) 
512MB ATI RADEON StarCraft II at e 
HD 5770 maximum detail i 
The HD 5770 settings without a hitch. 
card is a lower At 1680 x 1050 we saw a 
mid-range 


card from the 
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frame rate of 35-40fps. ae this setting. Definitely a keeper. 
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Optionsinvestigated \~ 
LIGHTING +2FPS : 


Reducing the Lighting quality doesn’t make 
much difference to the visuals or frame rate, 
so it’s an easy sacrifice to make. 


SHADOWS +3FPS 


Shadow detail only matters if you zoom in 
a lot while you’re gaming, so it’s worth 
dropping this if you’re struggling to raise 
your frame rate above 25fps. 


TERRAIN +4FPS 


Objects look a little plainer, but the extra 
4fps is a worthwhile trade-off. 


REFLECTIONS +3FPS 

These only affect watery areas, and 
while the reflections are nice, the extra 
performance could be more beneficial. 


POST-PROCESSING +3FPS 
This makes the selection halos prettier, 

and applies a depth of field effect. Both are 
unnecessary for the 3fps required to run. 


MODELS +4FPS 


The models look basic even on Ultra, and 
dropping them to Low doesn’t make much 
different and nets you an extra 4fps. 


UNIT PORTRAITS +4FPS 
Switching from 3D animations of your units 
to 2D portraits nets you 4fps and, arguably 
makes the game slightly less annoying. 


TEXTURE +0-12FPS 


Lowering the texture level makes the 
game look awful, although it can massively 
improve performance if your graphics card 
has only 128MB or 256MB of memory. 
Don't bother dropping the texture detail 

if you have a card with 512MB or more of 
memory, as you'll miss out on a lot. 


SHADERS +22FPS 

Setting Shaders to Low reduces Lighting 
and Shadows to Low, and lowers Post- 
Processing to Medium. The game looks 
terrible if you do this, so avoid lowering 
the Shader level at all if possible. 


EFFECTS +4FPS _ 


The 4fps boost isn’t worth the minimal 
blood splatters and dull explosions. 


PHYSICS +2FPS 

Reducing this can make explosions and 
building damage look boring, and you don’t 
improve the frame rate much by lowering 
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\ GAMEPLAY 


PLAY 


GAMES, GAMING AND FILM COVERED... ATOMIC-STYLE 


Wiz cooler than leaping all over Florence 
assassinating people in ye olde timee 
garb? Leaping all over Rome and assassinating 
people with a wrist-mounted pistol and an 
army of assassin helpers, all in ye olde timee 
garb, obviously. That's right — we've previewed 
Assassin's Creed: Brotherhood, and we're 
dishing the (very cool) dirt on our experiences. 

If you're hungry for games right now, this 


month's gaming table has plenty for you to 
snack on while you wait. Not that we'd call Civ 


Sponsored by 


AN TANT 


i) 
| GD 


5 asnack — more an addictive hundred-course ~y 
degustation menu of pure awesome. — 
We also discover how Halo: Reach managed 
to make our normally hard-as-nails editor cry, and AA Pserayceee 
Ben Mansill tells us whether F1:2010 lives up to Pi A i “| 
the early promise. ' 
And there’s more. Lot's more. So get to it! i | © J 


PREVIEW: 
Assasin‘s Creed: Brotherhood 
We wander through Rome and 

kill people - it’s ever so much fun! 


Civilisation V 86 
Halo: Reach 88 
Dead Rising 2 90 
Brink 92 
Hunted: The Demon’s Forge 94 
Frozen Synapse 95 
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ASSASSINS' 


Multiplayer comes to one of the pop 


modes and ways of playing. But are they good? 


1) e’re almost embarrassed to admit this... 
but the best multiplayer we saw at E3 
was (in) Assassins’ Creed: Brotherhood.” 

That's what we said a couple of months ago 
in issue 115, as part of our E3 wrap-up. AC: B 
was one of those games that became a serious 
talking point amongst every journo that played 
it — the time in the game was limited, but it had a 
serious impact. 

We recently got a chance to play even more 
of the multiplayer side of the game, as well as 
seeing more of the single player side of things, 
and we're increasingly of the opinion that not 
only will this be possibly the best game of the 
series to date, but also one of the single most 
unique online experiences you'll have in gaming 
this year. No joke. 


It's-a Ezio! 

At the start of Brotherhood, Ezio’s effectively 
living the good life — he’s in bed with some 
Italian hottie and generally forgetting that there’s 
a whole gameworld of folks out there whose 


82 


friends, relatives and pets he’s stabbed for fun 
and profit. In a twist of fate that will leave the 
Lawful Good among you chuckling about come- 
uppances, however, his villa is attacked by an 
army that seems to have somehow snuck up 
overnight; the Villa's overrun, Ezio’s number one 
General is dealt with, and Ezio himself gets shot. 
It's a classic start to any kind of revenge tale, 
and one that sees you quite willing to wade 
through pools of blood and gore to track down 
the enemy - in this case Cesare Borgia. Yes, one 
of those Borgias. Along the way there’s damsels 
to rescue, people to meet (and kill), and many 
rooftops to traverse like a Frenchman on crack. 


ular franchise, bringing some unique 


CREED: BROTHERHOOD 


But Brotherhood brings a lot of new gameplay 
mechanics to the table this time around. First 
up, there's the concept of the titular Brotherhood 
itself - as a Master Assassin, you'll be able 
to recruit, train, and employ a band of elite 
assassins. This is almost a mini-game in itself. 
New assassins start out low level, and 
won't be good for much until they get some 
experience under their belts. This is handled by 
sending them on missions, the harder the more 
experience, but also the greater the risk. You'll 
lose Luigi or Carmella (each gets a random 
name to help you feel each killer is slightly more 
than just a life support system for a stiletto) to 
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combat system, it’s cumulatively an attractive 
prospect. But cooler, arguably, than all of that is 
what Ubisoft's calling Brotherhood Attack Moves. 
As you move through Rome (AC: B's setting, 
and three times larger than ACII’s Florence) you'll 
spy your fellow cut-throats lurking in alleys, on 
rooftops, and generally shadowing you. There 
will be times where you're totally alone, of course, 
and access to your team is limited, but use these 
guys wisely and you'll be able to call on them to 
a particularly alert guard, and they'll be gone clear away guards while you concentrate on the 
forever. These missions happen off-screen, but main target of a mission, call off pursuers, or 
effectively take that particular assassin out of the generally employ them as a whole new arsenal 


main pool of killers you can call upon in game. of living weapons in your fight to reclaim Rome. 
That’s the real fun part of having a cadre of elite Think it’s cool stabbing a dude in the face 
killers under your control — you can call them in in the middle of a freerunning pursuit over 

to help you in your own in-game missions. the rooftops? It’s even cooler calling in other 


dudes to do the killing for you. 
BAM! And your enemy _ theres also a host of new toys, both 


i sa pin- cu shi on offensive and defensive, that you can 


deploy in your quest to kill every last 


One of the Assassin’s Creed selling point is person in Italy. There’s a wrist-mounted 
how much of a bad-arse killer it makes you feel handgun (which really doesn’t bear any 
like. From the confident swagger of the game’s serious thinking, if you know how black-powder 
protagonist, to the fluid freerunning and open weapons work), a range of crossbows, and a 
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The Atomic Team speaks 


We had pretty much the entire Atomic staff along for the multiplayer demo, and we all had a 
hoot. It’s worth hearing what three other very different gamers thought of the Wanted: 


Ewa Grygier: 

[| As someone who thinks of a Playstation controller mainly as ‘the dvd 

' remote’, | was more than a little apprehensive going into this demo, but it 

' was surprisingly accessible. 
| It took almost no time at all to get a hang of the basic controls, meaning 
j very little walking into walls or around in circles. I’m sure there were things that 
| the guys were doing that | didn’t have a clue about (anything remotely acrobatic 
| for example) but it only really bothered me when everyone was chilling on the 

roof as | ran up and down stairs looking for them. The mode we played was 
more about the chase than the kill, so there was no frantic button-mashing required to actually 
get your target to die — if you’re close enough, killing is a simple one-button affair. It gives a total 
beginner more of a chance, and means we don’t put the game down in frustration after one go 
around. 

The experience was actually really engaging, and not just because | wasn’t coming last the 
whole time! You’re chasing someone, while knowing someone is chasing you, so trying to keep 
your head down and blend in with the crowd, while not letting your target get away or spot you — 
it’s all very quiet, for lack of a better word, and creates an interesting level of tension. There’s not 
really much shooting or actual action, which | prefer, as running around like a loon with a gun as 
you do in a lot of games doesn’t really hold my attention for very long. 

The one-button kill, while great for folks like me, does have a couple of downsides. For a start, 
it means that once someone is close enough to you to kill you, you’re dead — there's no fighting 
back. Also, it’s a little frustrating that the kill results in a cut-scene, during which you have no 
|| control of your character, while also revealing you as an assassin to any players walking past, and 
thus making you extremely vulnerable to attack yourself. 

Overall, | found this a really simple, but really effective, mode of gameplay. | kinda wonder 
though if that simplicity will lead to more experienced gamers getting bored really quickly — 
although the single-player looked a lot more involved, and this is one of several multiplayer 
modes, so I’m guessing that’s not really a huge concern. 


David West: 
Having not played any previous installments of the series and being 
generally woeful at anything multiplayer that doesn’t involve a round ball, | 
came in expecting my arse to be handed to me by Justin and David, while 
laughingly running around the carcass of Ewa. | was pleasantly surprised 
to find it really unique and accessible. It isn’t totally about twitch, and is 
quite tactical, so anyone can be competitive no matter what their level of 
experience. Slowly skulking around waiting for signs of player controlled 
activity amongst the hustle and bustle of the city was quite a tense affair. 
Its more about patience, luck and timing. | managed to suck at all of these and 
|| continually get stabbed in the back just as | began to approach my target after a drawn out tail. 
| had better luck running along the rooftops stalking my target from afar, then jumping on 
them while they walked slowly past a bakery, hiding amongst a group of NPCs. Of course this 
way | effectively hung a giant neon “kill me” sign around my neck for all to see, but it was fun 
nonetheless. Both approaches seem to be viable tactics that work in different situations. 
Overall it was refreshingly different and | would definitely give it another go. I’ll be waiting on 
the rooftops... 


Justin Robinson: 
| I generally stick to the staples of multiplayer gaming — real-time strategy, 
the comforting shooters, the odd third-person fragfest on console — but 
| Brotherhood’s Wanted mode doesn’t really fit into any known category. 
| Selecting one of eight characters with a special skill upgrade (smoke bombs 
© or sprint in particular being very handy) dumps you into a small enclosed 
| village, populated by up to 50 NPCs on-screen at any one time: all of them 
| carbon copies of the eight characters. | found that following groups of NPCs 
© around in a pedestrian stroll was the best way to avoid detection in open 
and the conveniently-placed gratings that block chasers as you pass through 


spaces, 
alleyways was great to minimise death rates. Successfully stalking a target is rewarding, and 
the adrenaline was definitely pumping as | closed in for the final, bloody kill — especially when | 
was killed by my pursuer immediately afterwards! A mode | can’t wait to jump back into. 
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mess of other weaponry that you can now use 
from horseback, or as part of killer combos. 

Speaking of horses, they’ve been integrated 
into the gameplay in an even deeper manner. 
You can now spring from horseback straight 
into freerunning, and engage in even more kinds 
of mounted combat - like using a spear to pin 
some poor sod to the ground. 

All up, the combat’s become even more fluid, 
and is loaded down with interesting options for 
how you engage in or avoid a fight. At the same 
time, the Brotherhood mechanic, while in many 
ways quite subtle, really does make you feel like 
a master assassin at the top of his killing game. 


But that’s not all... 


Of course, the really big change coming in 
Brotherhood is the addition of the previously 
alluded multiplayer mode. One of the things that 
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made us gush about it so much was the way 
that Ubi’s not letting itself get distracted by the 
standard concepts for what makes a multiplayer 
game. Instead, Brotherhood's multiplayer modes 
work by taking what makes the single player 
game great - stealth, careful planning, sudden 
bursts of action, and a certain sense of paranoia 
— and applying it very, very cleverly. 

While we've only seen demos of the single 
player, we have had extensive hands on time 
with the multiplayer side of the game, at E3, 
GamesCom, and more recently in Ubisoft's local 
offices with all of the Atomic team. The mode 
we've played is called Wanted, and if you’ve ever 
played the classic campus game Killer, you'll 
understand what it’s all about. 

Each of the eight gamers get a ‘mark’ at the 
start of the game — it’s one of the other players, 
so while you're hunting your mark, someone 
else is also hunting you. It’s simple in theory, and 
doesn’t sound that exciting on paper... but the 
reality is vastly different. 

First up, running is very bad — run, and you 
alert your target, giving them the chance to 
run, and start a chase. If a chase starts, your 
opponent must open the distance from you 


enough so that the chase ends or they hide — 
either way, they get away, and you get a new 
target. What this means is that it’s very much 
in your interest to stay calm, right up to the 
moment you deliver the fatal blow. 

Complicating matters are the fact that there 
are model duplicates of each character, and 
certain abilities even let you change appearance. 
Similarly, you can also pick different weapons 
and offensive abilities. If you're feeling stealthy 
you can change your look, sit on a bench, and 
wait for your mark to walk past. If you want to 
be more active, you can always take to the roof- 
tops — but as only assassins are likely to do that, 
it's a move that comes with risks. 

In a bold move, Ubi’s even made it impossible 
for a mark to defend him or herself — if your 
assassin gets that close... you’re dead. There’re 
no second chances, and it really makes for a 
game that runs on a hair trigger. You can be 
playing things calm and cool, trying to ignore the 
fact that there’s another player out there who 
wants your head, and then panic purely because 
another player makes a play on someone else 
entirely, which could then panic your pursuer... 
suddenly you've got three or four chases all 


happening at once, people killing anyone who 
looks funny... it’s glorious fun. 

But what's really great about the Wanted 
mode is the slower pace. We've been trying to 
explain to those who haven't played it why just 
walking about a map — no running, or shooting 

— can be so engrossing, but it’s something that 
has to be played to be understood. It's one of 
the most tense online modes we’ve ever played, 
precisely because when you do it right, there is 
no fast-paced action. 

And that’s just one of the modes... 

We're definitely looking forward to the full 
release - and a rematch with those reprobates 
to the left! 


You nailed me 
We've had a contentious history with the 
Assassins’ Creed games, but with Brotherhood 
we're quietly confident that there’s going to be 
enough to do in the singleplayer to keep us truly 
interested, while the multiplayer brings a truly 
unique take to online gaming to the table. 
And, you know... the face-stabbing’s kind of 


cool, too. (¢) DH 


( PS3 and Xbox 360 (PC delayed, previewed on ps3) | 


Developer Ubisoft Montreal 
Publisher Ubisoft 
Website http://assassinscreed.us.ubi.com/ 
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Anticipation rating 
If only this were coming on 
PC as well-...it’s looking solid. 
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The most addictive game ever made is back, and it’s smoother and more epic than ever before. 


O h, Sid Meier. 
It really feels like you have something 


against relationships. One of my favourite games 
of all time, Sid Meiers’ Gettysburg, nearly killed a 
whole mess of friendships and relationships as | 
addictively refought the titular battle over and over. 
It was like historical crack to my addictive nerdy 
personality. 

And then, of course, there’s the purest drug of 
all... the mighty Civilization. Five iterations down 
(not including spin-offs, expansions, console 
releases or the mighty effort that was Alpha 
Centauri), and we're still finding new ways to 
ignore the people around us in favour of watching 
a tiny digital civilisation go from basic tool-using 
primitives to roaming among the stars. 


Hex nut 


There are some pretty giant changes afoot for 
fans of previous iterations of the game, both in 
terms of gameplay and the way game info is 
presented to you. It could be argued that there's 
a certain level of dumbing down going on, but 
to our seasoned eye it feels more like a elegant 
streamlining to information management. 

As each turn progresses, the game now 
handily flags everything that you need to know, 
but off to the side of the Ul, and using a cute 
bubble-style alert system. There are shiny curves 
and colours everywhere in the new Civ; at first, 
we just weren't sure about this, but we’ve got 
to say it makes a real difference to long-term 
play. It’s been entirely possible in past versions of 
the game to get Ul fatigue, which often leads to 
missing important cues and units. 

In V, the alerts keep you on top of everything 
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you need to get in with the task of actually 
playing. Just researched a technology and need 
to pick another? Easy. That trade agreement 
with Egypt just expired? Now you know. Been 
beaten to the Wonder you’re one turn away from 
completing? 

Well, at least you know. But you'll still be 
cranky as hell. 

The UI does a good job of keeping everything 
hidden away behind pop-out windows and 
screens, too, allowing you a clear view of the 
campaign map at any time. The vital info’s all 
there, however, usually just a click or two away. 

The changes do feel like the game's holding 
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your hand, but that’s only true in the early game 

— once a big, max-size game gets into full swing 
you'll be praising towards whatever the leader of 
your theology of choice is. 

The way combat flows has seen an even 
bigger shift, thanks to two seemingly simple 
changes - traditional map squares have given 
way to hexes, and units can no longer stack up 
in a given hex. 

Think about both of those for a moment... 
yeah, gnarly, huh? Previous end-games would 
often become quite tedious, as various stacks- 
of-doom jumped around the map generally 
defeating everything in its path. Now, you must 


UNIT NEEDS ORDERS 


2» Movement 


25 9 Strength | 


@+103 @eas 


CIVILIZATION V 


Turn: 208 1480AD | HELP | MENU 


carefully orchestrate each move so that your 
units are always supporting one another — with a 
hex map, it’s harder to get surrounded, but the 
possibility of six units now being able to gang 

up on your one if you let it happen doesn’t bear 
thinking about. 

At the same time, cities have become much 
tougher nuts to crack, able to attack at range, 
and usually requiring at least three or four units 
attacking them before they fall. Pick the right 
location for a city — nestled in mountains, or on 
the end of a peninsula - and you'll have a nigh 
impregnable fortress to anchor your empire on. 

The combat changes really do change the 
game, and now at any stage any fight you get 
in — from a minor border skirmish to a full on 
centuries-long war of conquest — is a tense affair 
requiring serious planning and forethought. The 
loss of a single unit can easily unbalance an 
entire attack, so you'll also want to make sure 
that you have reserves handy, too. 

In a lot of ways, this is really the most 
challenging version of the game ever released. 


Talking heads 


It's a more difficult change to immediately quantify, 
but the Al behind the game's diplomatic engine 
has also had an overhaul. Keeping on a nation’s 
good side is now more important than ever — 
leaders have a much longer memory in Civ V, so 
good relations tend to build over time, while those 
you backstab will tend to be far less patient. 

Or maybe that’s just our really crummy luck 
trying to sweet-talk the Egyptians... 

But there’s not only that to worry about — the 
final new bit of icing on the tasty, tasty cake that 
is Civ Vis the inclusion of City-states. These 
single-city, non expansionist entities seem like 
a minor addition, but they're a serious pain 
and/or boon, depending on how you handle 
them. You could of course eat up every one you 
find, but then that will flavour every consequent 
interaction — and having every City state in the 
game declare war on you kind of sucks. Or you 
can make friends, and end up with an very useful 
ally, who'll gift you with units and military support. 
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And they’ll be an issue for every other player, 
too, who will all be dealing with each other. Not 
only is the combat deeper, but the diplomatic 
angle is a lot more satisfying as well. 

Of course, there are some minor complaints: 
the game, wonderfully, comes in both DX10 
and DX11 modes, but as good as DX11 looks, 
it has the odd glitch. Nothing game-breaking, 
but rather the odd hex that flickers between 
textures every now and then. The other minor 
issue is that end-game can come about sooner 
than you might expect, thanks to awkward 
placing of other Civs and city-states; you can 
find yourself cornered rather fast, and then 
forever behind the curve. 

But these supremely minor issues won't stop 
you from starting up another game. Civilization 
V is yet another crowning achievement for the 
series, a complete re-tooling and tuning of the 
entire game that delivers an experience at once 
fresh, and yet compellingly similar. What's more, 
it's going to be the easiest version yet for non- 
fans to enjoy. So what are you waiting for? Those 
Egyptians won't conquer themselves! DH ((@ 
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Developer Firaxis Games 
Publisher 2K Games 
Website www.civilization5.com 


Gameplay 
One more turn, one more turn, 
one more turn... : 
Graphics ‘ 
Some slight 
stunningly, 
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fie really interesting thing about Halo: Reach 
is that we know how it ends — no one's 
walking away from this battle. It's the Total Party 
Kill of the Halo universe, an epic battle that’s 
been referenced in past games and even written 
about in the novels. As far back as the first 

Halo game, we knew that by the battle’s end, 
humanity will be on the ropes and only one of 
the Spartans - the game's massively armoured 
super-soldiers — will be left. 

You might think, then, that Reach cannot 
deliver any drama, but if you're a fan of this 
dude called Shakespeare, you should know that 
a tragedy can tell a very different kind of story. 
After all, no one ever worries about knowing the 
ending to Hamlet. 

And while that may be a long bow to draw, 
comparing the Bard to Halo: Reach’s tale of the 
struggle of Noble Team and the Fall of Reach, it’s 
a far more apt comparison than you might think. 
For its last foray into the war between the brave 
UNSC and the implacable Covenant, Bungie's 
pulled out all the emotional stops, and delivered 
what might be not only the best game of the 
series, but also one of the most emotionally 
satisfying. 


It starts here 


The game starts slow — a unit of UNSC troops 
has gone out into Reach’s hinterlands to 
investigate a malfunctioning comms relay, and 
have not checked back in. Your mission, as part 
of the Noble Team (a six-strong unit of Spartans) 
is to find out what happened, and deal with any 
Insurrectionists the marines might have run into. 
Now, that might make for an okay game 
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for those deep into the back story of the Halo 
universe, but it might disappoint the cheap seats 
who aren't up to date on the lore. So, thankfully, 
it's soon explained that what's happening is a 
full-on Covenant incursion onto the surface of 


Reach, which quickly turns into a full-on invasion. 


The Covenant are looking for an important 
Forerunner artefact but, thankfully, humanity’s 
gotten there first. While Noble Team works 
to help repel the initial invasion, they discover 
that Dr Catherine Halsey, the creator of the 
Spartan program, has uncovered the relic first. 
She believes it to be crucial to defeating the 
Covenant, and recruits Noble Team to make 
sure the data she’s uncovered can be evacuated 
from under the Covenant'’s nose. 

From very early on in the game, it’s clear that 


Is Bungie’s last Halo hurrah an epic swansong, or one game too many? 


this is Halo on a vastly different scale. Not only 
are you not alone, nor the only Spartan, but 
you're in the middle of a full-blooded military 
campaign. Thanks to some serious effort in 
updating the Halo 3 engine, and some clever 
use of old fashioned sprite-like tech, you get 

to see what a future war really looks like. The 
sky above every level is often full of friendly and 
enemy craft, while some level intros depict entire 
battlegroups moving into position. 

Also, in some ways, the stakes even feel a 
little higher - Reach, the planet you're defending, 
is home to 700 million people, and much of the 
game is about ensuring as many escape as 
possible. Similarly, when the Forerunner artefact 
comes into play, the sense of urgency ramps up 
yet again. 


atemic 


And, while all this is happening, there's 
the cold feeling that things are going to get 
much, much worse before they get better. One 
character sums up this sense perfectly, when 
she says “I know we're losing; | just want to 
know if we've lost.” 

And yet the game never feels hopeless — 
rather, Bungie's delivered an experience which is 
all about heroic sacrifice. 

At the same time, there have been some 
wonderful additions made to the gameplay. For 
one, there’s the armour kits, which really bring a 
whole new element to the game. You can only 
ever have one kit, but they allow you to sprint, 
or use a hologram decoy, or lock down your 
armour so you're invulnerable (but can’t move), 
to name a few. Though limited, these abilities 
subtly amplify the way you choose to play 
the game; we rarely used anything other than 
the sprint ability in our playthrough, as it most 
matched the style we were aiming for. 

There’s a heap of new weapons, too, and 
even all the classic Halo boomsticks have been 
updated and made more... punchy. Probably 
the most entertaining of all the new weapons is 
the grenade launcher with timed explosions - a 
trigger pull launches a bouncing grenade, and if 
you keep the trigger depressed you can release 
it to time the explosion. 
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Halo: Reach is also, arguably, the pinnacle 
of Bungie's level design ethos. The game nods 
its head at a lot of classic Halo levels, while still 
feeling fresh and always offering the player some 
new locale or challenge. Even when you return 
to a level you've already cleared or visisted, it will 
often be changed by the ongoing battle. And, of 
course, the game’s soundtrack continues to be 
one of the best pieces of music in gaming. 

Eventually, though, the campaign does 
come to end, and it is on the short side. Not as 
short as ODST, but still less than ten 
hours. However, it does deliver the 
single most amazing final sequence 
we've ever played through, one that 
packs a serious emotional wallop, 
and that serves as a fitting sign-off from 
Bungie. No game has ever made us feel 
quite so heroic as Halo: Reach. We're Halo 
tragics, of course, but still... it's a mighty 
achievement that quite simply reduced us 
to unashamed tears. 


A forgeworld 
of teabagging 


The longevity in a game like Halo: Reach, 
of course, comes from its multiplayer. 
We've never really been that fond of the 


crowd that occupies Xbox’s LIVE service, who 
are often much cruder and more vocal in their 
tea-bagging than their PC counterparts — and 

as an ex Counter Strike player myself, that’s 
saying something. But, it remains a truism that 
the Halo games have always delivered some of 
the tightest pure deathmatching on console, and 
that continues in Reach. 

This is further enriched by not only a solid co- 
op mode (and we are very much looking forward 
to aco-op playthrough, but also an excellent 
level building tool. The Forge of previous Halo 
titles has now become the Forgeworld, and it’s 
easily the best if its kind, not just in consoles, but 
quite possibly gaming in general. Reach only 
ships with 13 maps, four of which are reboots, 
but the Forgeworld, combined with an excellent 
theatre utility, will make for endless hours of level 
design, fragging and bragging. 

That said, even without such an extensive 
online experience, Halo: Reach makes a good 
case for classic status from its campaign alone. 
It is amongst the best eight hours of gaming 
you'll ever experience — everything else, from the 
replayability to the multiplayer — is a mere bonus 
in comparison. 

Remember Noble Team's sacrifice. We know 
we will. (>) DH 


Developer Bungie 
Publisher Microsoft 
Website www.welcometonobleteam.com 
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An epic, classic campaign, but <i Gil wt 
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A fitting end to Bungie's Halo 
adventures. 


cWNViasmNay DEAD RISING 2 


D« Rising came with what was, almost 
literally, a killer premise. You, stuck in the 
middle of a zombie outbreak, waiting for rescue. 
In a shopping mall. With a camera (‘cause you're 
a photo-journalist), and a mess of folk to save 
and plots to unravel. 

The beauty of the game was that most of those 
folk-plots could be ignored, or even devoured if 
you're not quick enough. Many gamers, just to 
beat the game, simply found a nice hiding spot 
and toughed out the zombie apocalypse until 
rescue arrived — sure, you might miss out on 
most of the actual game, but you can still say you 
‘finished’ it. And we like a game that is that open. 

Dead Rising 2 offers a lot more reasons to 
avoid the hide-in-a-cupboard mentality, as well 
as serious graphical improvements that up the 
vast zombie count to pants-browningly large, 
and some of the most outrageous anti-zombie 
devices ever devised. 

But, sadly, it also makes some stupidly 
outrageous mistakes. 

Brains, anyone? 


Chainsaws 
+ bikes = awesome 


Dead Rising 2 sets an over-the-top tone from 
the get-go. Where Dead Rising was more the 
traditional zombie survival yarn, DR2 is more 
post-Romero in it’s approach. 

As the game opens, the zombie cat’s out of 
the bag, and America is dealing with it the only 
way it knows how — by turning it into an over 
the top reality-style game show. The game’s 
called “Terror is Reality”, and the aim of the game 
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A game so good you'll almost put 
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is to take a motorcycle with a pair chainsaws 
strapped to it and ride through a crowd of 
shuffling undead. You’re not alone, of course, 
and the winner is he who racks up the most kills. 
Annoyingly, it’s kinda fun, too - the arena 
you're playing in has banked walls that let you 
work up a lot of speed, but — also annoyingly — 
the game is over far too soon. As the rest of the 
plot kicks in you start to get a greater picture of 
the new undead world. With growing zombie- 
sploitation, there are of course anti-zombie- 
sploitation movements popping up; there’s also a 
jerk competitor in the Terror is Reality comp who 
seems to really hate you for no apparent reason, 
and your daughter, who needs regular injections 
of the drug Zombrex to stop the zombie infection 


as 


up with Games for Windows LIVE. Almost... 


from killing her. 

Oh, and that’s when someone opens the 
zombie pens. While they're dressed in racing 
leathers that look just like yours... 

That's pretty much the set up to the game 
right there, and escaping that initial outbreak 
sums up what is arguably the training levels 
of the game. Once you leave the arena, dash 
through the streets, and find the zombie 
apocalypse shelter, the game gets serious. 

Deadly serious... (yeah, we went there). 


Saving the (young) girl 
The contrivance of needing to find doses of 
Zombrex to keep your kid healthy is pretty neat, 
adding a whole new feel to the game. On top 
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of that, further plot hooks drive you to uncover 
the mystery of who set you up to look like a 
zombie-pen-opening-brain-loving terrorist. What 
this leads to, alongside the various side-missions 
to save survivors and complete other side- 
quests, is a tense criss-cross of often counter- 
demanding objectives. 

It's made even worse by the fact that not only 
does your daughter need daily doses, but she 
also needs them in a certain time window. 

You'll be forced to make decisions — tough 
ones, at times, as you end up choosing who to 
save and who to sacrifice in order to either keep 
your daughter alive or get to the bottom of the 
game's mystery. You'll need to think carefully 
about when to pick a fight and when to simply 
run, as the timer on when your daughter needs 
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that next injection is constantly ticking down. 
During our time with the game, we weren't 
proud of some of our decisions — like leaving 
a woman to a slavering horde of the dead, or 
turning down another dude’s request to find 
his own family... it’s a good game that makes 
you the source of someone else’s horror, and 
Dead Rising 2 is, when it works, one of the most 
atmospheric games of its type. 

On the other hand, the game also offers 
some stupidly over the top fun. If you think 
the chainsaw bike is the last word in zombie 
killing, wait until you start gaffing, nailing and 
gluing weapons, power tools and... other things 
together. This robust crafting system can lead to 
some pretty extreme examples - like slicing and 
dicing the undead with a home made lightsaber! 

Riding that balancing act of edgy cool with 
zombie horror is tough, but again, Dead Rising 2 
is pretty much on the money. And with an engine 
that can populate the screen with zombies 
literally as far as the eye can see, it really feels 
like Capcom's onto a sure-fire hit. 


7 
There’s always one... 
But... Capcom and THQ just had to go and 
tie the game’s save system into Games for 
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Windows LIVE. 

We've had issues with GfWL many times in the 
past, and we're not alone. It pretty much rendered 
Stormrise unplayable for us (which, oddly, is likely 
a blessing), and has always been a thorn in the 
side of many other THQ titles, but rarely in so 
infuriating a way as with Dead Rising 2. 

At the time of play, as luck would have it, the 
GfWL service was ‘down or similarly unavailable’. 
As you need to be signed into this service to 
save your game, guess what that means — yep, 
no saves are possible. 

There's no other way to put it - we hate this 
kind of shit. For all that Dead Rising 2 should 
be a hoot of a game, we've simply no interest 
in continuing to play if our save games are 
effectively held to ransom by a random roll of 
the dice. With the famed flakiness of the LIVE 
service, you'll be lucky to be able to play the 
game with any regularity. 

Which is a shame, really, as it’s a real gem to 
look at on a gutsy PC compared to the jaggy 
world you get on console. But at least that 
service is much more reliable. As it is, stay away 
from the PC version. DH (=, 


( PC, Xbox 360, PS3 (reviewed on PC) 
if Developer Capcom 
im Publisher THQ | 
Website http://deadrising-2.com | 
Gameplay | 


Solid and varied, with a good 
balance of horror and fun. 


Graphics 
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= Say it with me, folks: “Say no to 
. Games for Windows LIVE"! 
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A floating city on the edge of civ 


Fun times, in Splash Damage 


Fe games with tight multiplayer integration 
are nothing new, but there’s never been 
quite such tight integration as Brink, the new 
game from one-time Quake developer Splash 
Damage, has promised. 

This isn’t a game that’s promising a great 
campaign, and a related multiplayer game — 
rather, the entire game's designed to be played 
online, and you can mix and match to your 
heart’s content, depending on the style of game 
you want. It's an impressive idea, but will this 
level of integration deliver a heretofore unheard- 
of level of competitive, yet story-balanced play, or 
will it just muddy both experiences? 


Water, 
water all around... 


Setting is everything in a good game, and Brink’s 
future apocalypse environment does a good job 
of delivering a wide range of locales. 

Set on The Ark, a floating city designed to 
carry 5,000 people and be totally self-sustaining, 
Brink kicks off as global warming is pretty much 
just flooding the planet - also leading to massive 
overcrowding on The Ark, with something like 
50,000 people looking for shelter. Designed from 
the outset as a utopian ideal - clean, curving 
lines in whites and bold colours — The Ark is now 
overcrowded with festering slums and shanty 
dwellings. 
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As pressure mounts, two forces are now 
clashing. Though functionally identical in terms 
of gameplay (so far), the two factions offer very 
different outlooks and fashion choices. The 
Resistance is all fist-pumping for freedom and 
semi-tripal in their look, while the Ark’s Security 
forces are your typical future-SWAT types. 

Character design is similarly bold. Rather than 
show grittily accurate character models, Splash 
Damage has decided to go with a look more 
akin to Team Fortress 2 than Modern Warfare. 
It's a move we're honestly not sure about, given 
the extremely detailed and real-world inspired 
weapon designs, and the grittiness of the setting. 
It's not a game-breaker, by any stretch, but as 
always with any idiosyncratic design choice you 
risk alienating a portion of your market. 

The Atomic jury's out on this one. 


...and not 
a round to waste 


Of course, Brink's really going to live or die 
on the strength of its combat and how the 
persistently online nature of the gameplay 
actually works. When in Germany last month 
for GamesCom, we got a chance to spend a 
little while trying to beat one of the game’s more 
intense missions, and it gave us a good idea of 
its strengths and weaknesses so far. 

Playing as members of the Security forces, 


we and our fellow journos were tasked with 
completing a series of missions while escorting 
a robot through a rundown portion of the city. 
Along the way we needed to hack doors, blow 
other doors up, and generally keep the robot 
more or less in one piece. 

Brink features four character classes, and we 
got to experience how vital each is to completing 
a mission like this. Soldiers are vital to keep 
friendly ammo counts high, and can blow up 
certain targets, while engineers are needed 
for repairs, weapon buffs, and placing turrets. 
Medics are your archetypal healers and rezzers, 
while Operatives are competent hackers and 
infiltrations specialists. 

It pretty classic stuff, and it doesn't take long 
to master what each class can do. But what's 
unique about Brink's take on the class-based 


FPS is that your persistent character can switch 
between classes at will, changing at special 
command points spread throughout the map. 
The game lets you personalise your clothing 
and weapon loadouts, and they don't really shift 
as you change classes. If you like a particular 
weapon, you'll always have it, but you'll be 

able to match your class to whatever battlefield 
objective needs completing. 

Outside of the main objectives, you can also 
call up a radial menu of other side-objectives. 
There are strategic points all over each map, 
so if enemy is having too easy a time of it, you 
can take up one of these - like destroying their 
command console or similar. There’s always a 
mess of tactical options, and once chosen, the 
UI will direct you to that point. 

It's a good thing, too, because there are 
usually multiple routes through any given level, 
meaning it’s easy to lose your way, and even 
easier to run into an ambush - or a cleverly 
placed turret. To help negotiating the oftentimes 
chaotic environment, Splash Damage has 
turned to a free-running mechanic that it’s calling 
SMART — Smooth Movement Across Random 
Terrain. Like in Assassin’s Creed, you can toggle 
this button to move into a parkour-like mode 


that sees you cover ground with ease, but at 

the expense of shooting. It’s quite well-executed, 
giving you fluid control over movement while also 
allowing you to quickly get to whatever objective 
you're aiming for. 

In practice, Brink holds together quite well. 
The combat is fast paced, and while it feels a 
little loose on the Xbox 360, we're hoping it’s 
amuch tighter experience on our beloved PC. 
The vast array of weapons are all grunty enough, 
thanks to extensive real world research. 

Of real interest, though, is the drop-in, drop- 
out multiplayer. 

You can play the game purely against Al, in 
co-op mode, or in competitive co-op mode. 

But it’s not a separate part of ihe game — all the 
other players are playing through the campaign 
themselves, so it’s more like the way an MMO 
works, with multiple instances of the storyline 
existing around each player. If you play as the 
Resistance, for instance, and manage to win, 
you get XP you can spend on weapon and outfit 
upgrades (and boy, is character customisation 
deep), also getting to progress to the next 
mission. However, the losers have to try again. 

As elegant as this solution seems, it does 
have its drawbacks. Our session was not 
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completely filled with players, so we had to rely 
on Al team mates for crucial tasks, and they kind 
of... well, the word SUCK comes to mind. And 
HARD. So playing in a game where the count of 
live versus Al players is fluctuating could be really 
frustrating. It’s a balancing issue we hope gets 
seen to before release. 

Brink has a ways to go yet before the 
integrated nature of its campaign feels right, but 
from the frenetic combat and fluid movement 
mechanics alone, we're feeling good. And it’s 
blessed with a really interesting, and quite timely, 
setting. So come on, Brink, we want to get to 
know you more! (=) DH 


PC, Xbox 360, PS3 (previewed on 360) 


Developer Splash Damage 


Publisher Bethesda 
Website www.brinkthegame.com 


@ Fast combat, clean production — 
ay design, clever setting. 


touch rough conceptually. 
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Two w. 


arriors take on an unspeakable evil - is this a 
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classic 


fantasy or something to be forgotten already? 


Gus: have always been fans of good, 
narrative co-op gameplay. There’s 
something pleasing about experiencing a tight 
storyline with a friend or two — the popular co-op 
mods for games like Half Life being a perfect 
example. Diablo certainly offers a good co-op 
experience, and big MMOs like Warcraft are 
often built around co-operative gameplay where 
different players take on different roles, like healer, 
damage dealer and so on. 

However, developers are starting to take a 
leaf from classic pen and paper games like 
Dungeons and Dragons regarding how a real 
co-op game should work. DnD Online messed 
around with world interactions that only certain 
classes could accomplish - like trap finding for 
thieves, but some upcoming games are set to 
take the co-op experience even further. That 
pretty much sums up inxXile Entertainment's 
Hunted: The Demon's Forge. 


Sword and board 


The premise of Hunted is about as stock a 
fantasy story as they come — two brave warriors 
on a quest to banish ye olde evil. It’s the kind 

of thing that’s so simple that it’s easy to take a 
wrong turn with — hundreds of fantasy writers do 
that every year. But in this case, the classic story 
exists purely as framework for the gameplay, and 
that’s where Hunted really shines. 

The game’s built around a two-player co-op 
experience — one player controls E’lara, a female 
archer who excels at ranged combat and the 
use of lighter, close-in weapons; the other takes 
the part of the beefy Caddoc, your typical warrior 
type who's more melee specialist. You know 
the trope — sword and shield, bravely cutting a 
bloody swathe as wide as his mighty thews. 
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In our time with the game at GamesCom 
we discovered the pair to be perfectly matched, 
offering a lot of depth to the co-op gameplay. 
Good level design also means there are many 
points where each character's skills come to 
the fore. For instance, there was one part of our 
quest that triggered a series of stone obelisks 
to start summoning undead skeletons, and the 
dead things will keep coming until you take over 
a series of ballistae to take out the obelisks. 

To get the job done, Caddoc effectively needs 
to run interference, taking out skeletons and 
generally being the tough guy while E’lara works 
on the towers. It's stuff that any MMO player 
would be familiar with from the more complex 
sort of boss fights, but in the more intimate 
settings of Hunted, with just two players, it feels 
alot more epic. Similarly, inXile’s come up with 
some interesting ideas to keep the game fresh. 


Bow and arrow 
Both Caddoc and E’lara, aside from an array of 
skills and weapons, can use various spells. But 
rather than these just being a way to mess shit 
up, you can also channel the magic into each 
other, effectively buffing your partner's damage 
for a while. Also, rather than a player dying 
outright when they get defeated, they can be 
restored to health during a pause in combat. 
But the biggest and most important part of 
the co-op experience are the portions of the 
world that only one player or the other can 
interact with. There might be a section of wall 
that Caddoc can batter down, or a darkened 
portion of dungeon that E’lara can illuminate 
with a fire arrow. As the two explore the world, 
the game becomes a series of challenges and 
puzzles that require constant co-ordination to 
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overcome — it’s not just a matter of spamming 
attack after attack with the occasional heal 
thrown in. Real communication is just as 
important, as one player finds something that 
can only really be made use of by their partner. 
Our time with the game was of course 
limited, and we barely touched on the skill and 
loot systems of the game. However, with such 
a strong backbone in actual gameplay, this is 
already looking like a fun fantasy experience, 
with lots of hidden tactical depths. (@) DH 


“PL, Xhox 360, PS3 (areviewed on Xbox) 


Developer inXile Entertainment 
Publisher Bethesda 
Website www.bethsoft.com 
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Integrated gameplay; lots of 
sidequests;‘brutal combat. 


= f Anticipation rating 
Typical fantasy fare with 


great co-op trappings. 
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A deceptively simple tactical game that will push your 
knowledge of small unit tactics and co-ordination. 


a ee something about a top-down strategy 
game. It’s so delightfully retro, harking back 
to classic games like Ciy, or early real time 
strategy games. But Frozen Synapse brings a 
whole new feel to the top-down perspective — in 
this independent game, the whole look and 

feel is more akin to a hyper-modern thriller, 
something that might be seen in a top-secret 
ops room or via some god-like hacker- 
controller's perspective. The combination is a 
pretty pleasing one, and given the nervy sense 
of growing addiction we're getting from our time 
with Frozen Synapse’s beta code... it augers well 
for the final release. 


Bang bang, 
you're pixels 
Frozen Synapse’s developers are promising a 
full single-player campaign (and you can learn 
more about the game from our interview with 
one of the devs: http://www.atomicmpc.com. 
au/?232321), but so far there’s no hint of any 
over-arching narrative that's tying each tactical 
challenge together. It's a testament to the game's 
basic building blocks, however, that it really 
doesn't seem to detract from the experience. 
The game's premise is simple. You've got 
a level, essentially a series of rooms, walls 
and low obstacles, and a selection of units — 
machine gunners, RPG specialists and so 
on-—and you've got five turns to clear the area 
of opponents. Each turn you order your men to 
move, via waypoints, around the map. The trick 
is, though, that turns are executed in real time — 
you never know what you’re opponent's going 
to do, and once a turn’s planning is committed 
you're locked in. 
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What makes the game great is the absolute 
focus on tactics and planning. Units are very 
general - this is not a game about gear or having 
the better gun — and making the most of each 
unit type is more about timing and placement. To 
that end, the game’s waypoint and order system 
is very detailed. 

Using a series of drop-down menus and 
the kind of click and drag interface that many 
graphic designers would be familiar with, you 
can tell units to aim at a point (like a door or 
window), shuffle to toward another door, then 
duck, turn and move on. If during the ensuing 
turn a target walks past the window you’re 
covering, your dude will take the shot — however, 
kills, like in real life, are not guaranteed. It’s this 
combination of depth of planning and uncertain 
results that make the game so damn addictive. 

With even just four units in play, and 
four opponents, there’s a wealth of different 
approaches, and there’s enough detail in the 
planning options so that almost any kind of 
tactics are viable. At each waypoint you can set 
a wait timer; if you think a targets likely to walk 
past a door, but you don’t want to exit in front of 
them, you can tell the unit to wait. If your RPG- 
armed unit has a bead on a likely point where the 
enemy is going to pass, you can simply set them 
up with a fire order ready to let loose. Or you can 
model your approach on real world small unit 
tactics, which all work surprisingly well. 

At time of review, the game's singleplayer Al 
is a touch... simplistic. It's as likely to dither with 
movement orders as it is to actually have any real 
strategy, and it’s very easy to have a match that 
ends without any kind of result. Thankfully, the 
online portion of the game is not only well-coded 
(and the game’s turn mechanism makes lag a 


non-issue — you could even play a game like this 
via emailed turn orders), but very accessible. You 
can easily see when other players are online and 
challenge them to a match. 

This is where Frozen Synapse really comes 
alive, offering up endless challenge and tactical 
opportunities. 

Finally, we've got to say we really love the 
whole cool blue graphical mood. This is a game 
that’s just as at home on a netbook as it is a 
gaming machine, and would be even better if 
a tablet version were to made available. As it 
stands, however, this is another great indie gem, 
proving that there’s a lot of good talent out there 
that's not hard-contracted to produce sports 
franchise after sports franchise. (() DH 


Developer Mode7 
Publisher Mode7 (self-published) 
Website http://Awww.frozensynapse.com 
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nticipation rating 
Something any tactical fan 
should look forward to. 
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FI 2010 


The game that takes the ‘ace’ out of ‘race’. 


i: this the Formula 1 game we've all been 
waiting for? The answer to that depends 
on ‘who’ you are. In the lead up to release, all 
everybody wanted to know was how it balanced 
the needs of hardcore simmers with those 
of casual fangers. That question is cleanly 
answered - it serves both well, at least in terms 
of the way it drives. It's a happy blast for casuals, 
nicely accessible and encourages them up into 
more challenging difficulty levels. For simmers 
the driving model is terrific, very satisfying and 
there's plenty of headroom for a driver to really 
master the game. 

So we can move on from that, but what 
we remain faced with is a conundrum — and a 
rather shocking one. Bizarrely, Codemasters has 
taken a couple of extraordinary design decisions 
that have gamers up in arms. It seems Codies, 
during development, completely forgot about the 
first thing that makes a great racing game, and 
that’s the damn racing. 


Laptime, 
what laptime? 


See, racing is all about time. Einstein loved time, 
and so do racecar drivers. Time is everything. 

In F1 2010, time is nothing. Get this: Al driver 
laptimes are not based on how long it takes the 
Al car to lap — instead they’re given a completely 
arbitrary laptime, every lap, that has no bearing 
on a Car's position on the track! That's right - the 
game engine has no means to track Al laptimes 
and it invents them just to put something on 

the screen! That's insanity! It means there are 
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no split times during a race, being the number 
one thing a racer relies upon for race strategy. If 
you're in a longer race and the cars have spread 
out, there’s no way to Know your relative position 
and be able to time when to pit. It means you 
have no idea if you’re catching the cars in front, 
or dropping back. Apart from the cars you can 


actually see, you’re racing completely in the dark. 


It even goes so far as to fake laptimes! Your 
OSD will show the most idiotic times. For 
example you could be leading the race, but lap 
after lap the game tells you other drivers are 
lapping faster, and therefore must be ahead of 
you — but they’re not! It’s all a huge fuckup that’s 
beyond comprehension. It removes the ‘story’ 


of the race, making it an empty and frustrating 
experience when you know the other cars are 
pretty much there for decoration only. 


Nightmare in pitlane 
The other disaster is that if more than one car 
enters the pitlane for a stop, the game will hold 
you in pits until the entire pitlane is clear! And 
all the Al cars are set to pit automatically on the 
same damn lap. End result: if you’re winning, say 
goodbye to your lead as the game holds you 
stationary for up to a minute — and it does this 
every single race. 

These are mind bogglingly idiotic decisions 
that make a mockery of what racing is all 
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about. The flipside is even more tragic, for what 
this game does do well it does brilliantly, and 
it’s gut wrenching that a game could come so 
close to being great, but drop the ball on the 
fundamentals. 

It looks beautiful, and | do mean knock-out 
stunning. Every bit of every circuit is supremely 
well done, with trackside detail better than 
anything before it. Somewhere like Monaco is 
insanely good, and the beautiful sunset race at 
Abu Dhabi will leave you breathless with wonder. 


Best tracks ever 

The tracks themselves are all more accurate and 
detailed than in any other sim I've tried. The little 
bumps, the camber, all the time detail that only 
hundreds of laps reveals is all perfect. That helps 
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tremendously to add to the replay value; there's 
a heck of a lot of perfection to be gained and 
racers will love pushing harder and faster every 
time, and getting results. 

Car handling is sweet. It's mechanically 
detailed yet sweetly organic. Driving is 
immensely satisfying and fun and it overall feels 
more realistic than most of the Rfactor F1 mods. 
There’s a slight delay downshifting that the devs 
say is there to stop the engine over-rewing, and 
despite all driver aids it still employs stability 
control to ‘catch’ your worst moments. It takes 
a bit of getting used to, but once you adjust your 
style you're flaming away incredible laps and 
loving it all the way. 

The car audio leaves a lot to be desired, with 
a nasty white noise that, unfortunately, is an 
accurate copy of what the real life cars sound 
like. A bit of tweaking to make the sound 
sweeter wouldn't have been unappreciated. 
There’s no audio feedback for tire wear either, 
unfortunately, making it guesswork to figure out 
how to preserve your tires. 

The tires themselves are a bit of a star of the 
show. Punctures come with too much abuse, 
and can surprise you with a first lap burst if 
you've been too aggressive. The way they 
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wobble around as you limp back to base is 
fantastic, and seeing the lump of dead rubber 
flip and flop to one side and the other as your 
car swerves will bring about a smile. They'll 
pick up debris if you run off, taking time to shed 
themselves clean again. It’s a bit annoying that 
tire wear is adjusted to be proportional to race 
distance, but we can understand the design 
decision there and hold no grudges. 


A mixed bag 


There are other holes in the game, like the 
absence of a TV monitor in the pits so you 
can watch other cars on the track. Replay 

is ridiculous, with a scant 20 seconds or so 
recorded and zero ability to view any car but 
your own. So much for the promised full race 
distance replays. 

Whether you choose to play F1 2010 
depends on your tolerances to the bugs. ltsa 
damn beautiful game, but as it stands today its 
only future is multiplayer (which it handles well 
enough). Until the timing and pit gets sorted 
it's tough to recommend as a single player 
experience. (@:) BM 


PC, Xbox 360, PS3 (reviewed on PC) 


Developer Codemasters 


Publisher Codemasters | 
Website formulal-game.com 


Gameplay 
Multi=great, single=fake. “ ap [-ep 


Graphics 
Exquisite, Weath 
ae 


Overall 


A despairing release from an 
established racing sim dev. 


oo 


A most civilised game, indeed 


Like so many of us, Ben Mansill rather likes a plunge into the 
forgotten days of barbarians and railroads. 


ry] uild an empire to stand the test of 
time”, was the original Civilization motto. 


Replace ‘empire’ with ‘game’, and 
we're fast-forwarded to today, with Civ in every 
discerning gamer’s top five list, and a mass 

~ of sequels, including the mighty Civ 5 which 
is about to steal away even more otherwise 
productive time. 
In 1989 both Populous and SimCity 
were released, and they were the peaceful, 


benevolent kick in the pants the industry needed. 


Now players were thinking with care about 
creating well managed and balanced pretend 
worlds, instead of just blowing shit up. The 
whole idea of open sandbox gaming, where 
there was no rigid objective and no ‘right’ way 
to play, created a blank canvas, and gamers ate 
it up. Among the inspired were Sid Meier and 
Bruce Shelley. 

Meier was already experimenting with similar 
concepts. In 1990 Meier, with MicroProse, 
released Sid Meier’s Railroad Tycoon. It shows 
the designers’ feel for creating a virgin world, 
and gifting the player carefully balanced tools to 
exploit the environment. 

Bruce Shelley is one of our favourite 
designers to boot. Seeing video games as the 
future, he eventually got in touch with Sid Meier 
and the two clicked, forming the creative team 
that would design Civilization. Shelly is the 
real-deal geek; a quiet, softly-spoken giant bear 
of aman; the genuine, thoughtful non-wanker 
kind you just don’t meet anymore at game 
developer interviews. 

It's often claimed that the inspiration was 
Avalon Hill's boardgame of the same name, 
though Meier denied having played the 
boardgame until after Civ’s development. He 
does fess up to having the game, and to 
looking over the components and letting that 
provoke nice creative juicing. In any case, the 
boardgame was tightly linear and peaked out 
before medieval times, where Meier wanted to 
follow the big story all the way through into the 
near future, and blow the scope during play out 
to near infinity... 
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The fact that partner Bruce Shelly was ex- 
Avalon Hill ties the family in’a little closer, but 
regardless, the Civilization game was so unique 
and original it just blew away the computer game 
scene, stunning other developers and opening 
gamer’s eyes to what a game could be. 

Nevertheless, MicroProse did buy the rights 
for the ‘Civilization: name from Avalon Hill, and 
Clearly the guys there had faith in the big future 
of the series and didn't want any hassles later 
down the line. Ss 

Meier would code through the day and 
night, writing most of the game personally, then 
handing off a new build to Shelley to test. The 
next day the two would meet and review the 
game's progress, adding what was needed and 
playing with ideas. When the game was deemed 
‘done’, Shelly went to work writing the stunning 
in-game Civilopedia, as well as the huge yet 
inviting game manual. 

Eventually the game shipped; late, thanks to 
MicroProse’s lack of faith in it, and preference at 
the time for military flight sims. Despite a minimal 
marketing budget gamers loved the game and 
spread the word. Magazine reviewers heaped 
praise, with all manner of GoTY awards being 
racked up. 

Meier split when MicroProse folded. He 
joined Firaxis, while Shelley formed Ensemble 
Studios and started cranking out Age of Empires 
games. With the backing of Microsoft they 
sold gangbusters and were delightful games, 
spawning other Age games and inspiring other 
developers to tread a similar path. 
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sparked as much love for history as Civ did, 

or appreciation for a whole-world view of the 
mechanics that fuel or fail a society. Meier rarely 
did any research during development, and once 
said that the game's depth of historical content is 
of the sort found in a typical kids’ book. 

Game inspiration typically turns outwards, to 
the future or far away from Earth, it’s a fantasy 
construct more often than not, and during 
the early 1990s that was certainly the case. 


Many factors make Civ so addictive. There’s 
the ‘blank slate’ that really does gift the 
player awesome power and freedom... 


Many factors make Civ so addictive. There’s 
the ‘blank slate’ that really does gift the player 
awesome power and freedom. Not only is this 
a game that offers many ways to progress the 
development of the world, it always does so 
with several decisions to be made through each 
turn. Meier once explained that he tried to have 
a target of three ‘things’ in action at the end of 
every turn, ie. an impending tech or Wonder, a 
unit moving to a key location, a city improvement 
about to complete, etc. You know the rest. The 
player has ownership of the direction progress 
takes and how it gets there. Playing, and 
winning, is as satisfying a game experience as 
can be, and the replayability is off the scale. 

There's also a lovely warm familiarity with 
history itself. | don’t think any schoolbook 


Civilization looked starkly bland by comparison. 


~ The box art was a white cardboard cut-out city 


skyline, the screenshots on the back a confusing 
set of dots and blocks that gave zero indication 
of the gameplay. For me, I’d read a couple of 
magazine mini-reviews (the usual lazy pic and 


_ a paragraph) and still had no idea how the 


game worked, but | do remember the reviewers 
freaking out about the awesomeness, and was 
in the mood for something that didn’t involve 
blasting Kilrathi, so picked it up. 

| called in sick the next day. Only a few games 
make me be bad like this: Civilization, Dune 2, 
SimCity 2000 and Oblivion. Around the world, 
then, and every day since, CivSickies have 
probably cost the global economy quite a few 


gold coins... @ 
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NRG” high pewtinance gaming machines. 
Powered by Intel® technology. 


NRG STORM i711 

e Intel® Core™ i7 Extreme Edition Six Core 

¢ 3.33GHz Overclocked up to 4.4GHz 

Extreme Water Cooling 

¢ Windows® 7 Ultimate Operating System 64-bit 
e Intel® X58 Chipset + USB 3.0 

° Corsair® High Performance 12GB DDR3 Memory 
¢ Dual ATI® Radeon® HD 5970 2GB GDDR5 (CrossFire) 
¢ 240GB (2x120GB SSD in RAID 0) 

¢ 2TB of Additional Storage (2x1TB in RAID 0) 
 Blu-ray/DVD+RW Combo Drive 

e 7.1-Channel High Definition Audio 

Dual Gigabit LAN 

e Corsair® Obsidian 800D Case 

© Corsair® 1000 Watt Modular Power Supply 


> “This system may well be the best and fastest...in the world.” 


March 2009, PC Authority 
> “It’s nice to know that such power has been invented.” 
February 2009, APC Magazine 
> “If you need absolute pants-soiling performance and you need it now, 
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